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	1. Chapter 1: Through the Looking Glass

**Chapter 1 : Through the Looking Glass**

((We need seventy-four more gallons of paint on the floor, pronto!))

((Project four-hundred and sixty-three finished! Next group!))

((Get out of the way you little pests!))

((The model's melting! _The model is melting!_))

Ice blue eyes glanced up from time-worn pages as deep, gutteral voices rang through the air spouting out orders and complaints as surprisingly dextrous hands quickly and efficiently assembled hundreds of delicate moving parts with skill that the modern world's most technologically advanced automated factories would never be able to match. Hundreds of thousands of toys, both simple and complex and each one bearing a touch of the workshop's magic were being assembled by the hairy hands of the bestial yetis even now, a mere month after Christmas had ended. The workshop was a wonder, polished red wood and wrought iron and gold hold seven floors of furious activity, magic and technology blended seamlessly into a sprawling atelier, the heart of which was the massive Globe of Belief.

The Globe itself was a work of art; cobalt seas parted gold wrought continents shimmering with millions of tiny, brilliant lights. It stood at the dead center of the workshop, visible on all levels including the high balcony where Jack Frost was perched, one leg swinging over the railing and shepherd's crook leaning against the wall within arm's reach. In his lap he held a large, leather-bound tome with an ornately stitched cover and yellow pages that smelled of herbs and ink. Every so often his eyes would flicker from the delicately penned script towards the Globe and the magically formed aurora borealis radiating from the gilded spire at its top.

It had been a fortunate coincidence that Jack had already been inside the workshop - Tome of the Guardians in hand - when North had sent the signal, though the old Cossack had yet to inform the youngest of their fold of the nature of the summons. The flurry of activity in the workshop never ceased, and as the rest of the Guardians had yet to arrive Jack had decided to finish reading the chapter he had been in the midst of when North had come bursting out of his office, cursing in Russian and activating the Northern Lights.

((Wrong, wrong, _wrong!_ You got the wiring all mixed up! What will the boss say when he sees this, eh?))

That proved easier said than done, however. In the three years he had been a Guardian of Childhood Jack had grown used to the constant noise of the workshop. What he had yet to get used to was hearing the yetis' guttural language being translated directly into his head.

((Love? Jackie?))

Again, Jack's pale blue eyes left the tome in his lap, this time to meet the mismatched eyes of the tiny, humanoid creature perched comfortably atop his shoulder. Donned in sapphire blue feathers, the creature, much like Jack himself, radiated an aura of cold. Tiny crystals of ice decorated her already beautiful down and clung to her long, needle thin beak. A single white plume adorned the creature's forehead, complemented by thin, opalescent wings like those of a dragonfly.

((You haven't turned the page in a while.))

"Oh." Jack's eyes scanned the page. Ten minutes had passed since he had finished reading the text, yet none of it stuck. "Sorry Baby Tooth. It's kinda hard to concentrate with all the," he paused, making a vague gesture with his free hand towards the workshop floors below, "noise."

Nuzzling his cheek, the snow-fairy dubbed Baby Tooth assured Jack, ((You'll learn to tune it out eventually, Love.))

This earned a smile from the frost spirit and he stroked his companion's silver feather with his forefinger, much to her delight. Just as he was about to return to his reading, however, the main doors to the workshop burst in, a flurry of ice and snow flying in along with a blur of grey and white fur. A pair of yetis rushed to close the doors even as the seven-foot-tall humanoid rabbit - _Pooka_, Jack corrected himself - raced up the spiraling ramps towards the balcony where Jack made his perch, and the large fireplace that made up the larges part of the far wall.

"Hey Cottontail!" Jack called out, a playful smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth, "Nice weather, huh?"

The Pooka, one E. Aster Bunnymund, sent Jack a withering glare as he came to a stop before the fireplace. Standing on one great paw, he held the other to the warm flames, massaging it gently but frantically in an effort to drive away the biting numbness. "Oh stuff it, Frostbite."

The twittering of wings announced a second arrival. Baby Tooth perked up as her mother, the fairy queen Toothiana, arrived with three mini-fairies in tow. The mini-fairies immediately rushed to Jack's side, chirping in greeting, fawning over his teeth, and exchanging hugs with their frost-imbued sister. Their feathers, emerald and gold where Baby Tooth's were sapphire and silver, sparkled under the brilliant glow of the Globe of Belief making them appear as though they had been draped in gemstones.

"Oh Jack! You're early!" Toothiana cried as she descended through the roof. She was at Jack's side in an instant, throwing her arms around his slender shoulders in a warm embrace, mindful though of the mini-fairies. Toothiana, as opposed to the fairy armies she commanded, stood no smaller than a human woman, though her body was draped in the same jewelescent feathers as her girls. Her eyes sparkled like a pair of amethysts and her head was crowned in blue and gold and green feathers.

"Eh, I was already hanging around," Jack replied with a halfhearted shrug. "Any idea what's going on?"

Toothiana replied with a mere shrug while behind her Bunny began to rant under his breath. Jack could only make out a few words, those few being 'blowhard,' 'freezing,' and 'belly,' along with several words a Guardian of Childhood had no business repeating.

"Whoa Bunny! You don't hang around kids with that mouth, do ya?"

"Rack off."

"Make me."

"Boys, enough!" Toothian hovered between the two of them, nevermind the fact that neither of the pair had moved from their spots on opposite ends of the balcony. Bunnymund rolled his verdant eyes and settled down before the fire, back turned quite deliberately to the youngest Guardian. Jack, similarly, turned his eyes away from the Pooka, returning his attention to the tome in his lap. He was unable, however, to stop his lips from curling into a wicked smirk as his eyes swept across the page.

"Hey, Bunny."

Bunnymund's ear twitched, but he otherwise gave no indication that he'd heard Jack.

"Did you really look like this way back when?"

Suddenly the Easter Bunny was alert, leaping to his large feet with his ears rigid and spinning to face Jack. His eyes widened in horror as he took in the sight of Jack holding the Tome of the Guardians open to a very detailed sketch of Bunnymund draped in a thick, ornate lab coat with spider-like optical lenses strapped to his head.

"Oi!" With an indignant cry the Easter Bunny launched himself at Jack, though the snow sprite had been expecting such a reaction. With a playful laugh Jack snatched his staff from its resting place before propelling himself over the edge of the balcony, tome tucked safely under his arm. The Wind caught him before gravity could and carried him just out of Bunnymund's reach. Jack laughed again Bunnymund slammed his stomach against the rail in his frantic attempt to capture Jack and retrieve the tome. "Can ya go five minutes without being a bloody nuisance ya gumby?"

"I'm the Guardian of _Fun_. You _do _know what fun is, don'tcha Bun Bun?"

"_Enough, _you two!" Toothiana's wings beat furiously as she hovered between the pair of bickering Guardians, silencing both Jack's laughter and Bunny's grumbling. Fixing the former with a pointed glare Toothiana held out one delicate hand. "Now Jack, if you aren't going to settle down and read..."

With a sigh Jack handed her the tome, much to Bunnymund's visible relief.

"And Bunny!" His ears snapped up as he went stiff once again. "Cursing in front of a child? Shame on you," Toothiana scolded before flying off to return the tome to North's library. She remained unaware as Jack smirked at Bunnymund behind her back, mouthing the words 'shame on you' in parallel.

The Easter Bunny seethed in silence, turning his back once again to Jack Frost and the snickering fairy perched atop his shoulder.

* * *

><p>The Sandman was the last of their fold to arrive. Like Toothiana he had traveled to the workshop via air, descending into North's realm in a massive hot air balloon crafted of golden dream-sand. The construct dissipated as the Guardian of Dreams touched down on the balcony alongside Bunnymund, Toothiana and Jack, each of whom welcomed him eagerly. The humanoid star answered each of them with a beaming smile and shifting shapes above his head written in his sand; a box topped with an elaborate ribbon, a long, smooth rod, and a question mark.<p>

((_North_-_pole_-_why?_))

Jack struggled to keep his face neutral, though with everyone's attention on the fallen star not a one would have noticed his discomfort anyway. The voice resounding in his head sounded far less human than the bestial noises the yetis made, and in truth did not so much resemble words at all, but rather wordless thoughts filled with impressions of meaning. The sign representing North had carried with it the echo of a jolly laugh, the memory of wide, bright eyes sparkling with Wonder, and the faint scent of chocolate and pine needles that always wafted from his scarlet robe. The sensation was far from unpleasant and in fact brought a sense of comfort and warmth to Jack's otherwise cold body, but the Sandman's wordless voice was so alien that hearing it sent a rush of dizziness straight to the spirit's head and he was forced to lean most of his weight on the gnarled shepherd's crook in his hand.

The jingling of bells accompanied by the heavy fall of large boots interrupted whatever response Tooth or Bunny had prepared for the Sandman and announced the arrival of their host and a booming voice wrapped in a thick Russian accent boomed out, "Ah, good. You are all here."

The leader of the Guardians, Nicholas St. North, only resembled his alias in passing, his title of 'Father Christmas' suiting him far better than 'Santa Claus'. A former Cossak bandit, North was both tall and wide, able to meet the willowy Pooka at eye level whenever their altogether too common arguments about Christmas and Easter broke out. His snow-white beard hung down to his large belly and his electric blue eyes peered out at his comrades from beneath bushy salt-and-pepper eyebrows. North appeared to have already dressed for travel. Even under the red, fur-lined robe he wore Jack could see the hilts of two sabers tied to the sash around his waist.

The silly, clumsy, bell-wearing elves parted as North approached the rest of the Guardians, pointy hats and lolling tongues flopping in time with their bouncing steps. As he grew closer Bunnymund rose to his full height, ears slowly rising while Toothiana's wings went still and she lowered herself to her feet.

"North, what's wrong?" the fairy queen asked as she noted the shadow on her old friend's features. "Has something happened?"

Sandy created a question mark above his head and Jack was bombarded with: ((_Concern-worry-desire to know-desire to help_.))

Meeting Toothiana's eyes with a solemn stare North replied, "It is my mentor. He has seen signs of Pitch."

"Black sand and shadows?" Bunny said, attempting and failing to make light of the situation. "He normally takes centuries to recover. It hasn't even been a decade."

"I am aware, but I also trust my mentor's judgement. If Ombric says Pitch is making a move then I believe he is making a move."

Not one of the elder Guardians doubted Ombric. At the same time, none of them wanted to accept that Pitch had recovered so quickly either.

Fixing her normally peaceful features into the regal countenance of the Queen of Fairies, Toothiana asked, "What exactly did he see North?"

"Traces of black sand in his machines, shadows falling where they should not. Fearlings may be at work."

"Any clues to what Pitch's up to?" Bunny asked.

"Not so far but-"

As the elder Guardians became more absorbed in their conversation Jack took a few silent steps back. He let the Wind lift him silently to the railing where he knelt, watching passively and toying with the idea of sending a gust of cold air to douse the fire. Baby Tooth shifted on her perch, plucking at the crystals of frost that clung to Jack's sky-blue hoodie with fingers the width of a sewing needle.

_Love_, she whispered into his mind, followed by _us-together-you-me-we-Love_. Jack smiled, comforted as always by her presence and her unequivocal love for him. Unlike the Sandman's alien words, hearing Baby Tooth's real voice echo in his mind felt natural. It was no different to him from hearing his own thoughts; her feelings were his and vice versa.

((_Jack-friend-lonely-come?_))

Speaking of the Sandman...

The bombardment of star-speak nearly caught Jack off guard and he looked up just in time to see the last of the Sandman's signs fade. Even so the fallen star was beaming at him, gesturing for him to join the group even as the other three continued to literally talk over his head.

A small smile gracing his lips, Jack stood and hopped down from the railing. The movement caught the rest of the Guardians' attention and the conversation came to a slow, clumsy halt. Baby Tooth took to the air as she followed Jack as he stopped beside her mother-self who placed a consoling hand on Jack's shoulder.

"Sorry Jack," she offered. "We didn't mean to exclude you we just-"

"Forgot I was here?"

There was no bitterness in his voice, but Toothiana flinched anyway. Out of the corner of his eye Jack was aware of Bunnymund's ears flattening against his skull even as the stubborn Pooka carefully monitored the rest of his stance to keep it neutral. No one tried to insult him by denying what he fully knew to be true, but it was Jack who was regretting his words. It was hardly their fault, after all, that they had fallen into what had been routine for them for six hundred years.

"I was just kidding, it's no big deal," the snow spirit laughed, waving his hand as though to scatter his biting words like smoke. "So what's the plan? We charge in and send 'em running?"

"_Nyet_, first, we go to Big Root-" Nobody missed how Jack's face lit up. "-Then we investigate." North turned on his heel and began to march towards the giant, acorn-shaped elevator that connected the levels of the workshop. "Everyone, to the sleigh!"

Jack bounced on his heel, childish and eager. "Can I drive?"

Toothiana and Bunnymund shouted in unison. "NO!"

* * *

><p>North occasionally reminded Jack of James Bond, only with better toys. The sleigh itself was incredible, a mesh between a snowmobile and an F-14 jet fighter, propelled by a combination of shag-furred, wild reindeer and a powerful rocket engine. Even more amazing, in Jack's opinion, were the colorful snow globes North kept in his coat. A single shake could create an extremely detailed model of whatever destination the user whispered to the glass out of thousands of swirling flakes of colored snow. This was what North did once his sleigh was airborne, and Jack only just caught a fleeting glimpse of a massive, gnarled tree inside the orb before North pitched it into the air ahead of them. The snow globe exploded into a swirl of color and light and the reindeer drove the sleigh through without so much as a pause.<p>

The scene before them - the snowy peaks jutting up from the snow and ice against the backdrop of sparkling stars and radiant lights - melted away, replaced by brilliant blue skies and rich greenery. Jack slid out of his seat and made himself comfortable on the wing, much to Bunnymund's dismay. Jack ignored the Pooka's panicked order for him to climb back inside the vehicle in favor of taking in the sights below.

Miles of forest stood between the bracken barrier and the Guardians' destination. Amidst the trees Jack caught a fleeting glimpse of a bear, larger than any he had seen in his three hundred years of wanderings. As Big Root grew closer Jack also caught the eye of a woman standing in the dead center of a garden of ugly statues. The woman's green eyes glittered up at him, even over the distance and when Jack waved at her she waved back, spilling gold coins from her palms as she did.

"Uh, hey North," Jack shouted over the Wind, "Why does that woman have statues of your elves?"

North threw only a passing glance at the woman. "Ah, is Spirit of Forest. Statues are not statues. Statues are intruders."

"Whoa."

The massive, resplendent oak tree dubbed Big Root by the Guardians stood at the heart of the forest. Its trunk rose miles into the air and was so thick around that Jack guessed one hundred people standing hand in hand would not be able to wrap themselves all the way around. The lush foliage nearly blocked out the sun, yet light still poured from glittering golden windows that appeared to have grown straight out of the wood of the trunk.

Bunnymund was first out of North's sleigh when they touched down in front of Big Root. Jack laughed at the Pooka as he very nearly hugged the ground before remembering himself and straightening his stance, sending Jack a withering glare for good measure. As the last of them climbed out of the sleigh the massive, curling roots of Big Root unfurled themselves from the base of the trunk, revealing a wide archway out of which stepped an old man draped in silver robes that were decorated with cogs and clockwork. He had a beard as long as his body, thick, bushy eyebrows that looked like clouds that had been plucked from the sky and glued to his forehead and leaned his weight on a smooth, moon-colored staff with an old, victorian clock for its head..

"Nicholas!" the old man cried out, arms sweeping out in a grand motion as he welcomed his guests.

"Ah, Ombric! My old friend!"

North swept up the frail old man in a hug and Jack winced as he swore he heard something snap in the old man's body. But North settled the man back down and he appeared to be no worse for the wear.

((It has been far too long my apprentice. Tell me, how have you fared? And your workshop? I have heard wonderful things about it,)) the old man jibbered on Old Atlantian.

A merry laugh rumbled from North's belly which he patted on for emphasis. ((Am doing well with yetis' cooking. You should come to workshop sometime, have some cocoa.))

It was strange to hear a language so completely foreign that Jack was not even sure if he could replicate all of its sounds spoken with North's very obvious accent. North spoke Atlantian a just bit more clumsily than he did English.

((Ah, and who is this?))

Jack stood just a bit straighter as the old man's eyes fell on him. North instantly beamed at Jack, placing a burly hand on Jack's shoulder and giving him a light nudge in the old man's direction.

"This is our newest Guardian," North said with the tone of a father showing off his favorite son. "Jack, this is-"

"Ombric Shalazar," Jack cut North off, breath slightly short from excitement. He held out his free hand to North's mentor. "I read about you in the Tome of Guardians."

((Ah! You speak Atlantian very well!)) Ombric exclaimed as he shook Jack's hand. ((Perhaps you should work with my apprentice on that, eh? Between you and I, he sounds a bit out of practice.))

Jack laughed, rubbing the back of his head sheepishly as North parroted his mentor's words under his breath. "Actually, ah, no. I don't." A small weight shifted in Jack's hood and a moment later Baby Tooth was settling on his shoulder. Ombric's eyes went wide in amazement.

"Jack Named her," Toothiana explained as Ombric took in the sight of the silver-blue fairy with swirls of frost not unlike the ones clinging to Jack's clothing and staff. The wizard stroked his beard with twig-like fingers in a manner that reminded Jack very much of Merlin from the animated Sword and the Stone.

((Ah, I see. The fairy received Winter Magic, and you in turn received the Gift of Tongues,)) he mused, more to himself than anyone else. ((This is quite fascinating. I honestly cannot remember the last time I have seen a bond like this formed. You must be a very special young man.))

Biting the urge to point out that he was well over three-hundred years old, Jack nodded and said, "Thank you."

((Now come! All of you!)) Ombric made a grand sweeping motion with his hands and gestured for the Guardians to enter the archway in the base of Big Root. ((Please, come in and make yourselves comfortable. There is much to discuss, not all of it good.))

As large as the trunk looked from the outside, it seemed infinitely larger on the inside. A small part of Jack had expected the inside of Big Root to resemble the tree house from the Keebler Elves cookie commercials. Indeed, much of the furniture appeared to have been grown rather than made, the wood jutting from the floor and walls to create natural shelves, tables and chairs. But there was a mechanical quality to it too, brass work cogs and gears serving as decorations and clocks of every size, shape and style covering the walls and shelves. The ticking of thousands of clocks merged with the hum of insects - all of which rang in Jack's head as a million whispering voices scrambling to be heard over one another. The result was a constant drone that had little to no meaning to the Winter spirit aside from an overall sense of panic.

Ombric led the Guardians up, up, and _up_ a winding staircase, high above where the clouds hung in the sky. The three airborne Guardians faced little difficulty with the steep climb, nor did the surprisingly hardy Father of Time. Bunnymund grumbled a bit, but the aeons-old rabbit had the stamina and musculature to withstand the brutal climb.

"Bah!" North huffed as the group ascended to the seventy-third level. "Too many stairs! Is time you invested in elevator!" The Guardian of Wonder's face had gone red and his breath came out in heavy pants.

((Son, if you would just lay off of the Christmas cookies you would not be having this problem.))

"There is no problem with Christmas cookies!" North protested. "I am fit as an ox! Am just needing there to be fewer stairs."

((This is what you get for spoiling yourself with those gadgets you fancy.)) Ombric paused as they reached the end of the staircase, beneath a gilded star-sand window. With a wave of his hand Ombric unlatched the window and climbed through, leading the Guardians after him.

Amidst the highest branches of Big Root stood a massive observatory, bronze plates worked almost organically around the branches that had grown naturally into the domed roof. The cavernous space was lit by eight torches posted evenly along the wall and alight with cold, blue flame. Four massive clockwork telescopes made of polished brass and moonstone were arranged around the room so that each pointed in a different Cardinal direction through the weaves of branches which grew around the lengths of the scopes. The centerpiece of the room was a machine the likes of which Jack had never seen, resembling somewhat an enormous teapot in passing only. Levers and gears jutted out from the mass of curling metal almost at random. Nine mirrors were suspended on a dial which freely rotated around a large glass container shaped like a flower bud.

"Wow," Jack breathed, immediately flying ahead of the group to get a closer look at the bizarre contraption. Upon closer inspection he found that the mirrors were not mirrors at all, or at least they did not show what a mirror was meant to show. In the glossy surface of one he saw a tiny girl with a mane of wild red hair and holding a toy bow follow a trail of wisps into the shadows of a forest. Another showed a woman wearing a lavender gown with impossibly long golden hair running barefoot through a grassy field while a dour-looking man watched. In another he saw two young sisters playing in a grand ballroom... filled with snow. Baby Tooth seemed to especially like the last one, floating from Jack's shoulder to get a better look as the elder sister transformed the floor into a skating rink.

((Ah, you like that do you?)) the Atlantian sorcerer asked as he approached Jack. ((This is my pride and joy. With this I am able to watch unfold as they have in ages past, or as they will in ages yet to come.))

"So it's a time machine?" Jack asked without removing his eyes from the image.

((Yes, and also I fear the Pitch's target in my home. It is here that I have seen the unusual shadows, and sometimes I will return to find the settings have been changed overnight, without my overseeing them.)) A solemn silence fell over the room and Baby Tooth retreated back into Jack's hood, remembering sourly her last encounter with the King of Nightmares. In the mirror Jack watched as the sisters' game took a similar dark turn, the elder accidentally striking the younger with a blast of ice in a moment of panic.

"How did Pitch even get in?" Toothiana asked. "Why didn't the star sand-glass keep him out?"

((I do not know that it has not,)) Ombric admitted. ((All I have seen thus far are shadows, and only at night. Still, I did not wish to take chances.))

Over on the other side of the room from where Jack and Ombric stood Bunnymund gave an approving nod. "Good call mate." The Pooka's eyes were fixed on something on the floor, and as North approached he saw Bunny scraping something off of the wood with his nails. Black sand. "When was the last time you saw Pitch?"

((The Nightmare King himself? Six hundred years ago. His minions? I believe this morning, just before the sun rose.)) Ombric stroked his beard. ((That is, assuming it _was _a Fearling and not a silly moth playing near the torches.))

"And what exactly did you see?"

((At first, nothing. I came up here because of a moth complaining that there was something wrong with the lights. I thought she just meant they were going low, but when I got up here they were burning as strongly as ever, flickering and dancing as flames are wont to do. The shadows, however, did not move an inch. It was as though they were frozen in time.))

Signs flashed above the Sandman's head; the silhouette of the boogeyman, two streams of sand that shot out of his ears like smoke, a boxing-glove striking the silhouette, and two hands with their pinky fingers intertwined. ((_Pitch-anger-defeat-promise._))

Jack and Baby Tooth exchanged looks before turning their eyes to the floor and their own shadows. Shifting so that he was standing in front of the torch sconce, Jack observed the way his shadow flickered and spun in time with the cold flame. Vaguely, he remembered being trapped inside Pitch Black's realm with the Nightmare King himself slinking through the shadows, taunting him. Jack was proud of himself for suppressing the shudder that threatened to work its way up his spine.

"And you have seen other such things?" North asked, bushy brows furrowed.

((Many times over the past few days,)) Ombric replied gravely. ((I have tried everything I could to banish them, but not even the brightest light seems to have any effect.))

"Then we'll take a crack at it," Jack said, flashing the old wizard a playful grin. "C'mon, how hard could it be?"

This earned a chuckle from Ombric. ((Very, but I like your enthusiasm.)) Again, Ombric made a grand sweeping gesture with his arms. He seemed rather fond of grand sweeping gestures, Jack thought. ((Come, let us all rest. Out enemy is most active at night and so we must also be thus!))

* * *

><p>Once upon a time Big Root had been a center of learning open to any and all who had an honest desire to study under Ombric Shalazar's guidance. Time had seen that period of Big Root's history ended. Had it just been a matter of belief dying out, Ombric's teachings might have nonetheless survived, if not flourished, but the witch trials had seen Big Root's doors barred forever to the mortal world, Father Time taking a more indirect approach in the guiding and teaching of children.<p>

As such, the sleeping quarters that had once been occupied by Ombric's wards now stood empty, ready for the Guardians to lay their heads. The wooden frames of the bunk beds - as the rest of the furniture inside of Big Root - appeared to have been grown into their current shapes rather than made. The mattresses were stuffed with giant snow-goose feathers and the sheets made from spun glowworm-silk. The eldest four Guardians laid down in the offered beds appreciatively, Toothiana directing her three accompanying fairies to take over operations in her stead and the ever-present streams of dream-sand rising from Sandy's sleeping form. Sleep took them almost immediately despite the fact that each of them - save for Sandy - was used to getting by on very little sleep. Only Jack hung back from the offered respite.

((You will be needing your rest,)) Ombric insisted, urging him forward.

"I know, but..." Jack trailed off, not quite sure how to explain it without coming across as incredibly pathetic.

((Are these rooms not to your liking?)) the old wizard offered. ((I have other rooms with equally comfortable beds, if you are uncomfortable with the company.))

"It's not that," Jack insisted while Baby Tooth shot him a pitying look from his shoulder. From anyone else, he would have been offended. "I just, uh... I'm not really used to sleeping in beds."

Jack braced himself for the 'oh, poor Jack' routine. He had received it from the other Guardians, Toothiana especially. Only Sandy seemed understanding, and while Jack was comfortable enough dozing off in the fallen star's cloud of dream-sand from time to time the other three had yet to give up their plans of forcing him to sleep in a bed like a civilized human being.

((Oh, well in that case...)) Ombric clapped his hands. Before Jack could ask the obvious question he heard a sound like the stretching of taffy and a bulging shape sprouted from the otherwise smooth wall above them. The shape stretched, lengthened, grew more spindly appendages, and then began to sprout pale green wisps of leaves.

Jack stared at the newly grown tree branch, mouth agape, while Ombric turned on his heel and slipped out the door. ((Sleep well, Jack.))

* * *

><p>Ombric woke the Guardians just after sunset. Where the never ending <em>tick-tock-tick-tock<em> had been irritating by daylight - Jack had been prematurely woken by it three times already - it was downright creepy in the dark of night. The clamoring of the insects did little to lessen the effect; the overall atmosphere was eerie and Jack found himself wondering if this was really the same place he had read about in the Tome of the Guardians.

Only the blue-green glow of the magically lit torches kept the darkness at bay, though watching the shadows dancing in the unnatural light was far from reassuring. Still, Jack supposed, better that the shadows _were_ moving rather than lying in wait ready to pounce as Ombric had described. Baby Tooth whispered similar sentiments into his ear.

The observatory looked much the same as it had when they had seen it in the daylight, save that inky black shadows clung to the walls. Jack was not sure whether or not to be relieved to find the shadows were behaving as shadows normally did, flicking and jumping in sync with the dancing torchlight.

((It may be hours yet before the Fearlings or strange shadows appear,)) Ombric pointed out. ((It was just before sunrise the last I saw them myself.))

"We're used to pulling all-nighters, mate," Bunnymund pointed out. To emphasize his point he gestured to Sandy who even then was directing his streams of dream-sand which passed through the star-sand windows as though they were no more than air.

Even so, the hours passed slowly. Tsar Lunar made his ascent into the night sky, though he went unseen by the Guardians. At some point Toothiana had begun muttering to herself, rattling off a never ending list of teeth to be retrieved and gifts to be left, never mind the fact that her faeries were overseeing themselves for the time being. Bunnymund took a single unpainted egg from one of the leather pouches strapped to his furry chest, a paintbrush and some small vials of paint from another, and began to painstakingly decorate the blank shell. Still, his nose never ceased twitching and his ears swiveled this way and that, ever alert even with his intense focus.

Jack was finding it far more difficult to keep himself occupied. He paced the room, frosted the windows, poked and prodded Bunnymund until the Pooka snapped at him, played a rousing game of 'eye spy' with Baby Tooth (_made redundant by their shared thoughts_) and eventually settled on watching the scenes in the dials of the time machine.

Ombric was in and out of the observatory all night. He walked the entirety of his home, he said, just in case the Fearlings took note of the Guardians' presence and made their rest elsewhere in Big Root. Every so often the old wizard returned to check on the observatory, not appearing to be in the slightest bit reassured when nothing changed. Once when he checked up on them he brought with him a tray holding several mugs of tea and cocoa - tea for the adult Guardians and, he insisted, North, and cocoa for Jack and for Baby Tooth to whom he served the drink in the cap of an acorn.

"Thank you," Jack said as he and his fairy accepted their drinks. The crackling sound of frost climbing over the mug filled the air the moment Jacks' fingers touched the ceramic, and slowly the curling tail of steam that rose from the brown liquid faded from view. Ombric watched intently as Jack took his first sip of the now cool liquid, eyes slightly wide. Jack did not have to try hard to pretend he did not notice; the moment the drink hit his tongue he nearly forgot that the elder was there at all.

The chocolate was rich and smooth, and tasted like wintergreen and snow-filled air. The flavor brought to mind images of snowball fights and frosted windows and icicles sparkling in pale morning sunlight. Jack's nostrils stung with the same crisp coldness that Winter air brought, a sensation he found far from unpleasant. "This is amazing!" he cried, unable to put to words quite how amazing it was. Ombric chuckled, obviously pleased by the inarticulate praise.

((From the looks of things, it seems your tiny companion quite agrees.)) Indeed, Baby Tooth had drained her cup completely and was holding the ice-rimmed acorn cap out to Ombric as though to say 'seconds please.' Jack plucked the acorn cap from her fingers and refilled it from his own drink as Ombric went on. ((I acquired the recipe from my dear friend Bunnymund, though I admit to experimenting with it a bit.))

Without looking up from his egg Bunnymund huffed. Something along the lines of '_humans, always trying to improve what nature has already perfected_,' if Jack heard correctly.

((I had assumed that it would be better hot, but you seem to like it just fine as it is, eh?))

"I've never had anything more delicious," Jack admitted. Then, looking over his shoulder to the Guardian of Wonder, he added, "No offense North."

North ignored him in favor of grumbling over his tea.

Jack turned back to the image in the time machine's dial, continuing to sip his cocoa as he did. The image this time showed a boy, short and thin with a light dusting of freckles across his face and a shaggy mess of brown hair. The boy in the image was falling through the air, wind rippling his hair and green woolen tunic as he plummeted towards the ocean miles below, though the look on his face was one of pure elation. Mere moments before the boy would have hit the rocky waves a streak of black cut through the air and the boy was rising again, now seated in a streamlined saddle strapped to the back of a creature both feline and reptilian in appearance.

((It is rather fascinating, is it not? How much of history the world has forgotten?)) Ombric murmured. ((Nobody today knows of the dragon-riders among the viking tribes, and yet here we see them, plain as day.))

The boy in the mirror joined a group of other teens, each of whom also rode a dragon, though not a one rode the same species unless you counted the lanky, blond-haired brother and sister who each rode atop a head of the same two-headed reptile. "I thought vikings didn't actually wear horned helmets?" Jack's statement came across as more of a question. Of the teens shown in the image, only two did not wear helmets, and those that did had very prominent horns worked into the metal.

((The vast majority did not, it is true,)) Ombric explained. ((But in a tribe of dragon riders? Of course they would include as much draconic imagery in their dress and their crafts as possible.))

"Do you watch them a lot?" Jack asked without taking his eyes off of the screen. A second boy, much burlier than the first with darker hair, attempted to imitate the first boy's stunt with little success; Jack forced himself to stifle a laugh as the rust-colored, serpentine dragon with the dark, crooked horns and massive wings continued to fly, not noticing its riders absence.

((Oh yes. As much as I adore books, they can only teach me so much, and most of the information contained within is not first hand. It is much better to watch history unfold myself, and, I must admit, a great deal more entertaining.))

Jack nodded in agreement and took another sip of his cocoa.

* * *

><p>Another hour passed. By the time Jack had finished his drink he had grown bored even of watching the images in the time machine's mirrors. In fact, he found himself not caring to do much of anything at all, except to sit cross-legged on the floor and listen to the insects' prattle.<p>

A similar lethargy seemed to fall over the other Guardians. From Sandy it was almost expected, and not altogether a problem as the little dreamweaver could work even in his sleep. From the others, it was a bit funny. Already North was snoring loudly enough that he almost entirely blocked out the neverending drivel of the insects. Toothiana was leaning against him, using his large belly as a pillow. Only Bunnymund remained semi-conscious, though his half-painted egg lay abandoned on the floor and his head was constantly bobbing, jolting upright every few minutes as he struggled to stay awake.

'_I should wake them up_,' Jack thought, yet he made no move to do so. He had told himself several times already that he would, yet he simply found himself unable to muster up the motivation to do much of anything.

((I want some more,)) Baby Tooth whined for the umpteenth time.

"Mm-hmm," Jack replied, not really listening.

((It was really tasty.))

"Yeah."

((I bet the bugs would like some too.))

"Probably."

((Where do you think they are?))

Jack blinked. He sat up a little straighter, clutching his staff tighter in his grip as he did. Glancing around the room, he once again took in the sight of the sleeping and half-sleeping Guardians. This time, the sight set off warning bells.

"Where _are_ the insects?" he murmured aloud. From the Tome of the Guardians he had expected the lunar moths and glowworms and spiders to be prominent within Big Root. Only now did it seem strange to him that while he had heard their voices whispering and hissing at him from the walls, he had not seen a one. "Where is Ombric?"

Baby Tooth blinked at him sluggishly, as though he were speaking gibberish. This was wrong; her mind and his both felt sluggish, and linked as they were the effect was doubly crippling. Baby Tooth's thoughts swam with _yum-good-warm-sleep-do-obey-sleep-obey-obey_...

The warning bells ringing in Jack's head suddenly turned into a siren. Clumsily he reached for Baby Tooth who hardly reacted when he plucked her up from her seat on the floor next to him, though Jack was sure he was holding her a bit too tightly, and whose head lolled as he tried to place her in his hood as gently as possible with his fingers feeling like lead.

"Bunny? Hey, Bunny?"

The Pooka did not react. Jack stood, a bit too quickly if the way the room seemed to spin was any indication, and made his way unsteadily towards the only other conscious Guardian.

"Hey, Cottontail, get up. I think something's wrong..." Jack trailed off as he neared the Guardian of Hope. Bunnymund's eyes were open, but they seemed wrong. Distant. His head was bowed, no longer bobbing and his ears and nose were still. Tentatively, Jack reached out to shake his friend's shoulder. The moment he had touched the Pooka, however, Bunnymund slumped over, hitting the ground with a loud _thump_ and staying there, dead asleep.

"Whaaat's goin' on?" Jack mumbled. His tongue felt like it had been carved of wood and his lips like they were made of rubber. "Bayee Toof?"

He received no response from the frost fairy nestled in his hood.

The drone of the invisible insects increased in volume, thousands of tiny voices screeching at him in hundreds of languages - moth, worm, beetle, ant, spider, gnat... Jack held his head, trying to stop the room from spinning.

((_BadbadverybadwhispermumbleshoutrunhidefleeescapewhisperwhisperhissBlackherehissmumblewhispergogogo!_))

"Jack?"

A single voice cut through the din, old and familiar. Jack blinked a bit stupidly, trying to focus and realizing only when he felt a spindly hand on his shoulder that he was still staring at the unconscious form of Bunnymund.

"Jack, is everything well?"

"Nnn_nnnhhnn..._" Jack's reply trailed off into a slurred whine. Ombric wrapped his other hand around Jack's shoulders, assisting the young immortal in turning to face him as Jack found his limbs refusing to work as they should.

"Oh, you poor boy," Ombric purred, and there was some thing _wrong_ and _familiar_ about his voice but whatever it was stayed just firmly out of reach. Jack allowed himself to be lead from Bunnymund's side, even as his instincts were screaming at him to react, that there was something wrong with this whole thing, that there was something familiar about the spider-like hand resting on his back...

"Here, you look absolutely exhausted," Ombric was saying, though his voice sounded hollow. "Why don't you sit down and rest a bit?"

Jack nodded in spite of the wrongness because sitting seemed like a very good thing and standing made his head hurt...

((_RunbadgetoutbadshushwhispermurmermumbleBlackPitchBlackPitchBlackPitchBlack..._))

"Zzzzuggz?"

Ombric ignored Jack's incoherently slurred inquiry and continued to lead him to the... something. Jack blinked. Was that a giant teapot? When had that gotten there?

Dimly Jack was aware of something tugging at his staff. Even in his lethargic state Jack tensed, fingers digging into the frost-rimmed wood out of habit. A faint sigh tickled his ear and the tugging stopped, though Jack's grip remained fast. Suddenly Jack heard a mechanical hiss and an intense white light blossomed in the near-darkness. He snapped his eyelids shut, tears streaming from their corners as Ombric continued to lead him forwards.

((_PitchBlackPitchBlackPitchBlackPitchBlackPitchBlackPitchBlack..._))

Jack heard the insects' cry now, clear as day, but the words simply did not register. They were meaningless. Cautiously he peeked his eyes open, snapping them shut almost instantly as he realized that the intense white light was now surrounding him on all sides. Somewhere through the haze of his mind Jack was aware of someone talking to him, the voice confident, pleased. The voice was... reassuring him? Promising to come back for him? Jack was unsure. He offered the invisible voice a smile and a vague nod.

Then the white disappeared and he was falling.

* * *

><p>(Author's Note: So, I've been a Hijack fan for while now, so obviously I enjoy reading a lot of Hijack fanfiction. From what I've read, that isn't AU, that is, many people like to have the two boys meet when Jack has just become a spirit in viking times. Thing is, viking times were about seven hundred to a thousand years before Jack was born. On top of which, Jack and Hiccup are always perfectly capable of speaking to one another in these fanfictions, but as far as I know, Jack doesn't speak Norse. Granted, a lot of things about HTTYD are not historically accurate - the thing with the horned helmets, Jack pointed out in this chapter, and also Hiccup and his friends are not considered adults in Berk, yet in the viking era people were expected to marry as young as fourteen. Still, I thought I should at least address these two things in my story. This takes place in between the two movies, but will include a five year time skip (much, much later). It won't follow the Riders of Berk series exactly, but it will be rather close, with very obvious episode references. Certain episodes I may gloss over as Jack's presence wouldn't have changed them so much that they would be worth reading as opposed to just watching the episode.<p>

So, that's all I have to say about that. I hope you enjoy, and if you do - or even if you don't and just want to tell me what I did wrong - please leave a review. Have a good one!)


	2. Chapter 2: Jack Frost Breaks Through

**Chapter 2 : Jack Frost Breaks Through**

The wind whistled in Hiccup's ears and adrenaline coursed through his veins as he plummeted seaward. Far above him he was aware of the awestruck gazes of his friends as he neared the choppy, foam-lined surface of the ocean. They were growing nervous, he knew, the longer he fell, particularly Fishlegs and Snotlout. Hiccup smiled up at them, and then maneuvered himself so that he was falling stomach first as an inky back shadow appeared seemingly from nowhere. The shadow ripped through the air, kicking up sprays of saltwater as it flew alongside and underneath the falling viking. Reacting more according to instinct than anything else, Hiccup grabbed ahold of the leather saddle strapped to the shadow's back and threw himself into the seat.

"Nice catch, bud," Hiccup shouted over the rushing wind, patting the broad, snakelike head of his dragon. "A little close."

Toothless huffed in response, no doubt disappointed by Hiccup's lack of response. Despite the bond the two shared - or, perhaps, because of it - Toothless enjoyed teasing Hiccup from time to time, cutting in close when they engaged in these free falling stunts or adding an unplanned spin or whirl to their aerial acrobatics. Of course, none of this ever seemed to phase Hiccup, who was equally at home in the air as he was on the ground. It was a shame, Toothless found himself thinking on occasion, that the runt had not been born a dragon.

Hiccup's spring-loaded prosthetic foot clicked into place in the left side stirrup and Toothess's false tail fin flared open. His great, bat-like wings caught an upwards draft and the pair rocketed into the sky, rejoining the teenagers soaring through the air miles above sea level.

"Now it's your turn," Hiccup shouted to the nearest dragon-rider, a husky boy with large, round cheeks, round hands and fingers, a round belly, and, well, an overall round shape. "Jump."

"I don't want to jump!" Fishlegs wailed, looking quite appalled that Hiccup would even suggest such a thing. He clung firmly to the saddle of his bulbous, bee-like dragon, wishing for nothing more than to be safely on the ground rather than soaring through the air alongside a group of crazy, daredevil teenagers. He liked to think that Meatlug shared his sentiment, though the gronkle looked altogether pleased to be in the open air, tongue lolling over her chin as her twittering wings propelled her and her rider through the air.

"You have to believe she's going to catch you!" Hiccup insisted. "It's a trust exercise!"

"I like to do my trusting on the _ground_ thank you very much!" Fishlegs replied petulantly.

A derisive laugh came from the burly teenager riding atop his massive horned dragon alongside them. Fishlegs sent Snotlout a whithering glare, though it did not quite have the intimidating effect he intended, making his already large cheeks puff up more and his small eyes disappear beneath fuzzy blonde brows. "Like _this_ Chicken-legs!" Snotlout boasted before letting go completely of his monstrous nightmare's crooked horns. Snotlout whooped excitedly as he slipped from his saddle. The rust-colored continued to glide on, oblivious to the missing weight on his neck.

"So, should we mention something to Hookfang?" The question was posed by a lanky boy with pale blond hair that hung in greasy clumps down to his waist. The mottled green head of his dragon leaned to the side as he spoke.

"Let me sleep on it," his sister replied from her perch atop the _other _mottled green head of her dragon; their dragon, really. Tuffnut and Ruffnut exchanged snickers from atop their twin-headed zippleback, Barf-and-Belch.

At the top of the formation a young girl with golden hair wound into a thick braid and blue eyes rode atop a spiny blue dragon, its body like a large bird and its head crested with thorns. The girl steered her dragon lower, within shouting distance of the dismounted nightmare.

"Hookfang!" Astrid shouted, "Go get 'im!"

Hookfang stared at her blankly, the words not quite registering, but then Hiccup's dragon Toothless opened his muzzle and _roared_ and the monstrous nightmare's eyes flew wide open. He craned his neck down, panic seizing his chest as he took in the sight of Snotlout spinning through the air towards not the churning sea but a particularly craggy part of the island they called home.

"Not feeling the trust!"

With a frightened cry Hookfang shot downward, snake-like tail whipping through the air as he rocketed towards the stupid boy who had jumped from his saddle. Honestly, why did humans do anything? Within seconds he was scooping Snotlout out of the air with his muzzle, but as he opened his wings to pull them both back up he found, to his dismay, that he had gone to far too fast, and even with the air filling the membrane between his fingers Hookfang was plummeting downwards, towards the weed-choked roof of the hut nestled tightly against the spire of rock Snotlout had come so close to smashing into.

"Whoa! Coming in too hot!" Snotlout shrieked, earning a snort from Hookfang. Did the human honestly think he did not notice? Hookfang craned his head up so that he and not his human would take the brunt of the fall, and as the pair crashed through the shingled roof Snotlout was more or less protected from the worst of it.

For a moment the pair lay there on the cold, stone flooring inside the hut, dazed but relatively unhurt. A single piece of shingling hung from the gaping hole their entrance created, but only for a moment before it fell loose and struck Snotlout's helmet. With a pained groan the dark-haired youth pushed himself upright, blearily taking in his surroundings and going pale as he did.

Axes, swords, clubs and maces hung from the walls, some of them still flecked with blood from an age gone by. Snotlout remembered, not fondly, the days when he would practice with similar weapons in a caged arena, learning to fight and kill dragons. Unconsciously his hands tightened around Hookfang's horns. Had things gone differently, his best friend's head would have been some excited young viking's first trophy; maybe even his own.

Suddenly Snotlout felt a prickling sensation on the back of his head. Slowly he craned his head around, seeing first the bent, twisted legs of the owner of the hut, then their long, stringy grey mustache that reached down to their scraggly knees and then, as he looked up, their beady, rat-like eyes narrowed into a scowl under wispy grey eyebrows.

"Mildew!"

The next sound to leave Snotlout's throat was a scream. Hookfang, brought to alertness by his rider's distress, leaped to the air and shot skyward through the monstrous nightmare-sized hole they had created in the hermit's roof. Below Mildew was shaking his fist and screaming as old men were wont to do when teenagers, intentionally or not, trespassed on their property, though in this instance even Snotlout would admit it was a bit worse than the typical 'get-off-my-lawn-you-snot-nosed-brats' type of situation.

"You'll pay for this!" Mildew screeched as Snotlout and Hookfang made their escape. Only when he was safely in the air, riding alongside his friends, did Snotlout realize how fiercely his heart was hammering in his chest.

The other five dragon-riders grimaced at the damage he had caused, steering their dragons as far away from Mildew's hut as quickly as they could.

"Oooooh, something tells me we're going to hear about this," Hiccup groaned.

* * *

><p>An hour later found the six riders on the far northern side of the island, well away from the village and Mildew, or their parents or, worst of all, their chief.<p>

Hiccup shuddered. He really was not looking forward to getting a talking to from the chief.

"Don't you think hiding will just make it worse?" Astrid asked aloud. She was sitting next to Hiccup, the pair leaning against a fallen tree trunk as they watched Toothless and Stormfly chase one another around near the cliff edge playfully. Nearby Snotlout was play-wrestling with Hookfang, and Fishlegs was using a stick to clean out Meatlug's ears.

"It's going to be bad no matter what we do," Hiccup rationalized. "I want to enjoy a few hours of freedom, at least, before my dad ties me to a mast and ships me off."

Astrid rolled her eys and placed her hand on the back of his neck. It was a habit she had only recently found herself picking up, playing with Hiccup's hair. Sometimes she wished it was a bit longer so she could braid it; honestly speaking, it was something she felt she needed to practice at. Often she found herself falling asleep with her own braid still done so that when morning came she would not have to wait for her father to wake up to braid her hair for her before she went flying with Stormfly.

"Well, maybe we'll get lucky and he'll only punish Snotlout," Astrid pointed out. The twins - both of whom had grown bored with trying to shove the other face first in the mud and were now just lounging atop Barf-and-Belch's necks - looked up at the suggestion, eyes sparkling with mischief.

"Hey, _yeaaaaaah!_" Tuffnut was unable to keep the smirk off of his face even if he wanted to. "It _was_ all Snotlout's fault, right? Why do we need to hide?"

"Right!" Ruffnut chimed in with the same wicked expression plastered to her face as her brother, "We should just tie 'im up and leave him on Mildew's porch. That'll make everyone happy!"

The suggestion caught Hookfang's attention. He raised his muzzle from Snotlout's belly and fixed the twins with a stern glare, rings of smoke rising from his nostrils. Snotlout rolled over on his stomach and fixed the twins with a glare of his own, though it was far less potent than his dragon's. "Hey, it was Hiccup's stupid training exercise! Why don't we tie Hiccup up?"

Hiccup groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose as Astrid jumped to her feet, putting her hands on her hips and scowling at the others.

"We're not tying anyone up!" she snapped. The three troublemakers fell silent, pouting like petulant children being scolded. "Now look, we _all _had a small hand in it... a small one. The twins could have told Hookfang to react sooner instead of being stupid, Fishlegs could have gone next like he was supposed to, I could have gone with Stormfly and caught Snotlout when I saw Hookfang wasn't reacting-"

"Yeah, how does that work anyway?" Ruffnut interrupted. "I mean, like, how did Hookfang not _notice, _you know?"

"I don't know! Ask him!" Snotlout growled. Hookfang snorted and tucked his head under his wing, bored of the angry human children and their silly squawking.

Astrid rolled her eyes, but sat back down, returning to the more enjoyable task of keeping an eye on her dragon. A soft _scritch-scratch_ in her ear told her hat Hiccup had removed his journal from its resting place inside his fur vest and was drawing again. She shot a peek at the pages out of the corner of her eye and smiled a bit when she saw the beginnings of a sketch of the deadly nadder and nightfury in play.

Turning her eyes back to the dragons, Astrid prepared to spend the rest of the afternoon relaxing, only to go rigid as something in the sky caught her eye. "Uh, hey, Hic?"

"Yeah?" Hiccup did not look up from his drawing. Instead of answering him, Astrid placed her hand on his, stilling the twitching of his charcoal stick and forcing him to look up. As he did he found all of the riders and their dragons staring at something in the sky. Hiccup's eyes narrowed; slowly he tucked his journal and his charcoal stick back into his vest and stood, walking cautiously towards the edge of the cliff to get a better look.

The thing was stationary in the air, and nearly seamless against the backdrop of the sky. It appeared at first as though someone had cut a perfect circle from the surface of a still lake and placed it in the clouds. As Hiccup continued to stare at it, however, the thing seemed less and less transparent, becoming more like a mirror than a window.

A nervous coo escaped Toothless's throat. Unconsciously, Hiccup moved to his best friend's side and placed a consoling hand on his head where he began to rub slow, soothing circles. His eyes, however, remained fixed on the window in the sky, and on the vague blue and white shadows flitting across its surface.

"By the gods," someone, he was unsure of who at the moment, whispered.

Suddenly there was a deafening sound like the splintering of glass. A freckled hand flew up as Hiccup instinctively covered his eyes, but what flew from the window was not countless shards of glass, but a single, prone humanoid figure.

Hiccup's breath caught in his throat.

It _was _a human, and they were currently plummeting to their death.

"Toothless!"

The nightfury needed no instruction beyond the initial call to action; Hiccup swung himself into the saddle and the moment his false leg clicked into place the dragon threw himself from the edge of the cliff, beating his powerful wings against the cool air currents as he propelled himself and his rider towards the unconscious figure.

The wind whistling through Hiccup's hair and over Toothless's ebon scales did not obscure the roars of the other dragons, nor his friends' calls nor the sound of four pairs of wings slicing through the air. Toothless and Hiccup were the fastest in the sky by far, however, and had a great head start; the others had no chance of reaching the falling person before Hiccup himself did.

"C'mon Toothless, almost there bud." Sweat beaded up and was instantaneously whipped off of Hiccup's forehead even as he uttered these words of encouragement. They were close enough now that Hiccup could just... barely...

The leather harness gave a sharp jolt as Hiccup half-flew off of the saddle, real leg dangling uselessly while his artificial one remained locked into place. Swinging himself as far as the harness would allow him to go, Hiccup snatched a fistful of the stranger's foreign garb. Then he tightened his grip and wrenched himself and the falling boy fully onto the saddle. Toothless's wings snapped open, catching an upward draft and propelling them away from the churning sea. The pair swerved around and flew back towards the plateau with the strange boy cradled gently against Hiccup's chest.

* * *

><p>Moments ticked by, the silence gnawing away at everyone's already frayed nerves. Even the rambunctious twins were silent as the stared at the corpse-pale figure laid out on the grass.<p>

With the moment of danger passed, Hiccup was finally able to take a good look at the boy. He appeared to be taller than Hiccup, though not by much, and he was just as thin. His skin was soft and fair with no scars or markings or excess hair of any kind. White hair shone under the now setting sun, reminding Hiccup of nothing more than new fallen snow and a thin sheen of frost clung to his soft blue tunic as well as to the gnarled shepherd's crook clutched tightly in too-cold fingers. The boy looked far too peaceful, Hiccup thought. Silvery lashes rested against fair cheeks, slightly chapped lips were just barely parted. No breath escaped those lips, and no color graced his slender face.

Every so often the others would exchange nervous glances; only Hiccup's eyes remained solely on the boy, guilt pooling in the bottom of his chest.

"Hiccup," Astrid broke the silence, tentatively placing a hand on his shoulder. "It wasn't your fault. He was probably already dead when he..." She trailed off, unsure of quite how to describe what she had just seen.

Toothless cooed, butting his head gently against Hiccup's as though to reiterate Astrid's words. A similar melancholy seemed to have fallen over all of the dragons; save for Toothless, each of them hung back from the white figure, though their eyes remained solemnly locked on him.

"So... what now?" Tuffnut asked morosely.

"Are we just gonna leave him here?" His sister followed up.

It was as if a dam had broken; now that the silence had been ended each of them found they had something to say.

"We should probably take him back to the village," Fishlegs suggested. "Someone could be looking for him. At the very least, we could give him a funeral."

Snotlout scoffed, earning disdainful looks from all but one of the riders. "Are you guys joking!? You wanna take _it_ back to the village!?" Astrid shot the brawny youth a disgusted look, but he continued, unabashed. "Whatever that thing is, it's not human. Its a... troll, or a giant or-"

"A giant? Really?" Ruffnut scoffed. Her brother smirked and added, "Kinda puny for a giant, ain't he?"

"_Or something!_" Snotlout finished, voice rising an octave. "And whatever it is, it's probably dangerous and if it has friends and they think _we_ did that..."

Astrid's glare did not lessen by any degree, though a trickle of fear wormed its way onto the other three teenagers' features.

"You don't..." Fishlegs began, unable to keep the tremor from his voice or from his hands. "You don't really think he's a troll, do you?"

Rolling her eyes, Astrid stalked forward, bringing her face close to Snotlout's. To his credit, he did manage to hold his ground, even if he was now rolling his bottom lip between his teeth like a child expecting a tongue lashing.

"Snotlout, shut the Hel up," the viking girl growled in a tone that would have a Skrill hiding beneath the folds of its wings. "He's not a troll. He's not a giant. He's not a demon or a monster, or anything like that. He's just-"

"Alive."

"_Thank you_, Hiccup. Wait, what?"

All at once the dragon riders and dragons alike turned towards Hiccup. He sat, as he had been since dismounting Toothless, on his knees at the pale boy's side, but the forlorn expression on his face was nonexistent. Instead his green eyes were side with both shock and relief and a goofy grin had been slapped onto his lips. Toothless's head-flaps perked up as his rider slid his hand under the boy's back and gently guided him to sit upright. The boy's eyelashes fluttered against his cheeks and he began to take several slow, shuddering breaths.

"Eye of Odin..." Astrid's voice barely came out as a whisper, but everyone heard her as clearly as though she had shouted to the heavens. Once again silence fell over their little group, though this time the air buzzed with anticipation.

Slowly pale, blue eyes slid open, not registering anything for several moments longer. Slender fingers twitched over the frosted wood of the staff in their grasp before tightening their hold. When the boy finally moved he did so sluggishly, raising his head to meet Hiccup's gaze and moving his lips to form a wordless inquiry.

"Hey," Hiccup half-said, half-laughed. "Hey, you're all right. Sort of."

Toothless cooed happily, leaning down an snuffling the stranger's hair. Hiccup felt the boy in his arms tense a bit, though his facial features remained slack.

"Whoa whoa, hey, back up Toothless!" Hiccup scolded, pressing one hand against Toothless's snout and giving him a light shove. "Give him some room."

Toothless was quite plainly stronger than Hiccup, but did as his rider asked, taking a step back. Even so he continued to stare at the white-haired stranger with huge, lipid eyes. The corners of the boy's mouth twitched a bit and much to Hiccup's surprise he kept his ice blue eyes trained on Toothless, letting out a weak laugh. His lips moved wordlessly, but Toothless seemed to understand just fine because the nightfury chirped in response.

Behind Hiccup the other teens stared slack-jawed at the stranger's revival. Hiccup supposed there was no reason he should have been surprised when the whispering started. He was only surprised that it was Fishlegs who started it.

"I thought you said he was dead," the blonde hissed under his breath, hand cupped around his mouth as he leaned towards Astrid.

"I thought he was," Astrid hissed back. "He was cold. He wasn't breathing."

"So does that mean he's a troll after all?" Ruffnut whispered, exchanging excited glances with her brother.

"I told you that guy wasn't normal." Snotlout did not so much hiss as he did growl. "We gotta get the heck outta here before he eats us or something!"

Fed up, Hiccup threw a glance over his shoulder. "You all realize we can hear you, right?"

Astrid at least had the decency to look sheepish. Snotlout on the other hand had gone white as an egg.

Giving the group a final annoyed look, Hiccup turned back to the boy in his arms, who seemed wholly unaffected by the conversation. His eyes remained on Toothless, who was smiling toothlessly at the him and waving his serpentine tail back and forth like a dog.

"Do you think you can stand up?" Hiccup asked, drawing the boy's attention. The boy just stared at him blankly, and for a moment Hiccup feared that maybe he did not understand Norse, but then the boy was digging the blunt end of his staff into the cold-hardened earth, using it to brace his weight as he clumsily dragged himself to his feet. Hiccup stood too, keeping one hand on the boy's back ready to catch him just in case he lost his balance as he appeared close to doing.

It was only once he had helped the boy to his feet that Hiccup realized that those feet were bare. The dragon-rider had to hide a wince at the realization; even with his fur-lined boot he could feel the cold seeping into his toes and the stranger's garb, though hooded, looked altogether too light for the Berkian Winter. Then again, if Snotlout's paranoid ramblings had any merit, perhaps the boy did not need heavy clothes.

"Uh, so, are you..."

Hiccup trailed off, unsure of how to form a coherent sentence that did not sound incredibly rude. The boy stared at him, blinking a bit stupidly as though he were seeing Hiccup for the first time.

"Can you...?" The boy trailed off. The manner in which he cocked his head to the side reminded Hiccup vaguely of a dragon. "Can you see me?"

Hiccup blinked twice, surprise rendering him momentarily mute. "Uhm... Yes? Should I not be able to?"

"I'm not sure," the boy confessed before turning his back on Hiccup. He cast his eyes skyward, where the sun had painted the clouds various shades of pink and orange. "Where am I?"

Hiccup threw a look to Astrid, who merely shrugged and gestured for him to go on. The rest of the group remained infuriatingly craven, lips pressed tight, arms wrapped around their bodies, and posture suggesting an imminent departure from the immediate vicinity.

"Well, this is Berk."

"Berk?" the boy parroted, turning to once again face Hiccup. His brows were pinched together and Hiccup thought he saw the hand holding the staff tremble just the slightest bit. "How did I get here?"

A lifetime of practice at controlling his emotions prevented the incredulous laugh currently bubbling in the back of Hiccup's throat from slipping past his lips. So the boy was just as in the dark as they were. "That's what we were wondering, actually," the slim viking explained. "We saw you fall out of this weird... _thing_ in the sky. You weren't moving and you were so cold we thought-"

"What kind of a weird thing?" the boy cut him off.

"Uhm... a thing?" Hiccup cringed inwardly at his own answer. "It kind of looked like a window or a door or something up there in the sky."

Ice blue eyes lit up with hope, and and Hiccup felt a sense of dread begin to coil in his gut. "Where?"

"Uuuuhm... In the sky? I didn't put a flag up or anything and it was kind of hard to see to begin with."

"Then just point me in the right direction," the boy insisted.

Hiccup did not miss the frantic tone in his voice, and belatedly he realized that the white-haired boy must have been just as scared and confused as the rest of them. He did as he was asked, pointing to the area above the ocean from which he and Toothless had plucked the stranger from the air. "It was around there, I think."

The stranger stood beside Hiccup, following the line of his arm with his eyes. "So about right there?" he asked, pointing in the same direction.

"Y-yeah." Hiccup could not suppress the shudder that suddenly raced along his spine. It seemed as though the air surrounding the boy was around ten degrees cooler than the air elsewhere.

"All right," the boy said, satisfied. "Thanks for the help. Bye."

"Bye? What do you mean bye, where are you goi-"

Hiccup's sentence trailed off into a wail as a blast of frigid air took him off of his feet. Foot. Vaguely, he was aware of Astrid calling out his name, but he hardly paid attention, even when she came up behind him, looped her hands beneath his armpits, and hoisted him to his feet.

No, his eyes, and those of the rest of Berk's riders, were locked firmly on the slowly vanishing silhouette of the boy as he shot through the air like a dragon.

* * *

><p>Jack continued to fly in the direction the scrawny viking had pointed him in long after be broke through the cloud layer. Then the orange and pinks of the late afternoon began to fade into violet and blue he turned around and flew straight towards the cliffs, hoping he had just missed the 'window' in his haste.<p>

He found nothing. Even after circling the same area several times he found no trace of any window or portal that would return him to Big Root. He worried for his friends, drugged and vulnerable in the presence of Pitch Black, for Baby Tooth, who had yet to awaken from her drug-induced sleep in his hood, and for himself. What if, his panicked mind told him, he never found a way back?

Shrugging off such pessimistic thoughts, Jack bid the Wind carry him back to land. As he descended back below the cloud layer Jack found that in his frenzied searching he had made it all the way around the island; instead of facing the edge of the pine forest as it trailed off into a steep slope, he was staring at a winding pier built straight into the side of the cliff face and leading down into a sprawling wharf choked with long, wooden rowboats, the sails of which depicted colorful images of dragons in flight.

The island itself was a series of steep slopes and sudden drop offs. A small village was built amongst the craggy earth, houses built into the side of the jutting grey stone. At the highest point of the island Jack saw a massive building with ornately carved wooden doors decorated, again, with motifs of dragons and huge braziers lit with orange flames. The rest of the homes were built along a slope that wound down towards the bottom of the wharf.

As Jack settled down atop the pier he found to his amusement that he had a perfect view of the village square. He sat, swinging his foot over the edge of the railing and basked in the cool night air. In actuality it was probably not that late; this far north in the dead of Winter nightfall would have come early. High above Tsar Lunar had ascended into the sky and Jack found himself wondering if the Man in the Moon really was a man at this point or still a child.

The Child in the Moon. Jack shook his head and sighed.

Just as Jack was contemplating flying off again he felt a slight shift in his hood. A moment later that weight was settling on his shoulder and Baby Tooth was blinking blearily at him.

((What happened Love?))

A hot lump formed in Jack's throat as he recalled everything that had happened. In spite of the drug-induced daze, he found himself able to recall every detail. "Pitch," he replied, venom dripping from his voice. "He pretended to be Father Time and drugged us. Then he stuck me in the time machine." Though he knew that was not accurate. Thanks to whatever drug Pitch had put in the cocoa he had not needed to stick Jack anywhere. Humiliation burned Jack's face as he remembered how he compliantly _walked_ into Pitch's trap. _Again_.

Bunnymund was going to kill him when he got back. _If_ he got back. Again, Jack sighed.

((Do you know when we are?)) Baby Tooth tried. Jack shook his head.

"Viking era, so around a thousand years in the past, maybe more," he said. "And North was a Cossack and they weren't around until I think the fourteenth century so..."

Baby Tooth's hands dug into the fabric of Jack's hoodie. The Guardians had yet to be formed. Pitch and the Sandman were still asleep. Toothiana and North had not even been born yet, and neither Baby Tooth nor Jack had any idea of how to find Bunnymund.

They were stuck.

Thick, wet clumps of snow began to fall as despair took hold of Jack. Lost in the hopelessness of situation, Jack did not notice the presence settling down on the pier next to him until it spoke.

((_Swimming-foods-have?_))

Jack's head snapped up at the voice, and he found himself staring at a blue-scaled creature the size of a rabbit with small, smooth brown horns on its head and large, bulbous yellow eyes. The tiny dragon cocked its head to the side, sitting on its hind legs with its forelegs tucked to its chest like a puppy begging for scraps.

"No, sorry," Jack said, unperturbed by the strange little creature. "I don't have any food with me."

The little dragon leaned forward, settling on all fours, and took a series of cautious steps towards Jack. The Winter spirit remained still for fear of startling the little dragon off.

((_Wingless-you-sad-sad-cold-you-lost-stop-sad-feel-warm._))

Like the Sandman, the dragon's words did not resemble a spoken language as Jack formerly knew them, though they took on a far more terrestrial tenor than the Sandman's alien voice. He could feel in the little chirps and whistles of the dragon its acute awareness of his emotions, and when the thought-speak came to an end it climbed into his lap, curling its tiny body against his.

"That won't work," Jack told the dragon even as he began stroking its body. "I'm always cold."

The dragon remained where it was, not at all bothered by Jack's low body temperature. From his shoulder Baby Tooth glared at the dragon, translucent wings twitching in annoyance.

((Shoo! Go away! Bothersome creature!))

"Hey Baby Tooth, be nice!" Jack scolded. "He's just trying to help."

((Well it can go help somewhere else! Fire-breathing little menace...))

The dragon sat up, fixing Baby Tooth with a comical glare. Baby Tooth 'eeped' and retreated into Jack's hood while the dragon rose to its hind legs, resting its needle-thin claws against Jack's chest as it tried to snap at the frost fairy.

((_Twittering-fwittering-thing-bad-go-go-be-gone!_))

"Hey hey hey!" Jack snapped, scooping the dragon out of his lap with one hand and placing it on the wooden planks to his side. "Be nice, both of you! No eating the 'twittering-fwittering-thing!'"

((Hey!)) Baby Tooth cried indignantly, poking her head out of Jack's hood. The little dragon in response made a _goff goff goff_ sound that might have been taken as laughter.

Ignoring Baby Tooth's indignation, Jack held his staff out to the open air. The rims of ice sparkled under the moonlight and from the sapphire glow building from the staff itself, and in a flurry of small flakes Jack had created a school of transparent ice-fish which swam through the air as real ones did water. Instantly the little dragon forgot Baby Tooth and took to the air on fragile wings, swooping and swerving in circles as it tried unsuccessfully to capture the flying fish in its teeth. Jack laughed at their game, unheeding of the pair of eyes that watched him from the village below.

* * *

><p>Hiccup returned to his home that evening in a stupor. Neither he nor any of the other dragon riders had been able to make sense of their bizarre encounter earlier that afternoon, and had resolved not to speak of it to any of the adults in the village. Even so thoughts of the strange snow-haired boy swirled around in Hiccup's head, so much so that when he slipped indoors to find his father glaring at him with all the intensity of an enraged monstrous nightmare, Hiccup found himself at a loss as to what he could have done to earn it.<p>

At a loss, that is, until Stoick the Vast slammed a broken roof tile on the dining table as Hiccup sat down.

"Shingle again?" Hiccup joked, forcing a weak smile onto his face. "Didn't we have roofing material for dinner last night? Heh..."

Stoick did not look amused. His thick, fiery eyebrows narrowed and his mouth curled into a frown underneath the wild shock of red hair that was his beard. It did not help that Stoick towered over most of the full grown men in their village; Hiccup, small and thin, nearly disappeared in his father's shadow.

"It was an accident, Dad!" Hiccup insisted as Toothless cooed pitifully. "I'm sure Mildew is making it sound worse than it is."

"A dragon and a huge obnoxious boy crashed through his roof! Twice!"

"Well, sure it _sounds_ bad if you're gonna stick to the facts..." Sometimes Hiccup wished he knew when to shut up. His father's glare was only getting icier and icier.

"Of all the houses on the island, a dragon had to crash through Mildew's!" Stoick growled. "You know he hates dragons more than anyone else!"

"I know." Hiccup started playing with the broken shingle on the table. "You might want to talk to him about his attitude."

"Listen to me, Hiccup. I gave you the responsibility of training those dragons. Everyone knows that. All eyes are upon you son. Whatever those beasts do reflect on you, and whatever you do reflects on _me_!"

Hiccup nodded, standing up and shoving the shingle away from himself. "I'm sorry Dad, you're right."

"You and your friends are going to go back to Mildew's and fix that roof," Stoick ordered. Then, pointing at Toothless over his son's shoulder, he added, "_Without_ your dragons!"

Hiccup smiled, placing his hands on the nightfury's head as Toothless purred. Already he had assumed that responsibility for fixing the roof would fall on himself and the other riders. Really, this punishment was nowhere near as bad as it could have been. "Got a break there, bud."

Toothless hummed in response.

"Ah! Not so fast!" Hiccup winced. His father had seated himself in the old yak-leather chair next to the fire pit. "Aren't you forgetting something?" Dread formed a pit in Hiccup's chest as Stoick bent down and began to remove his footwear. As the viking chief removed his shoes an foul stench assaulted rider and dragon alike. Strangely enough, Stoick felt the need to hold the boots to his nose and take a quick whiff before holding them out to his son and proclaiming, "It's boot night! They need to be aired out."

Hiccup bit back the urge to gag, taking the boots in one hand and clapping the other over his nose and mouth. He held the foul-smelling footwear as far away from his face as possible, accidentally sticking it in front of Toothless's muzzle as he turned towards the door. The nightfury hissed and jolted back as though the boots had spontaneously transformed into a writhing mass of live eels.

"I think it's going to take more than air," Hiccup grumbled as he carried the boots out the front door. Toothless remained inside and away from the invisible cloud of stench as his rider stepped out into the frigid night air.

As cold as Berk was during the day, it was infinitely more so once the sun had set. A fierce shiver almost took the boots from Hiccup's hands even before he set them down on the porch step. As he stood Hiccup found a slight smirk forming on his face; his house had been built far up the hill on top of which the village was built, lower only than the Great Hall, and the vantage point gave him a perfect view of his friends' homes as the other riders stepped out into the frigid air bearing the same punishment as Hiccup himself. Poor Fishlegs was tearing up from the smell and the twins were each shoving the boot they carried into the one another's face. Hiccup forced himself to stifle a laugh when he saw Snotlout quite literally swallow the urge to vomit before throwing the shoes out onto the porch.

Task complete, Hiccup turned to head inside only to stop when he felt something cold and wet land on the back of his neck. The scrawny viking jumped, hand flying to the back of his neck as his eyes shot skyward. At first Hiccup felt only annoyed by the fat flakes of snow falling from the cloudless sky. Then it hit him; the flakes were falling from a _cloudless_ sky.

"What the..."

By now the other riders had returned indoors, leaving Hiccup alone outside in the cold and dark. Eyebrows pinched in confusion, Hiccup's eyes roved the village as he searched for whatever had caused the impossible snowfall. At first he saw nothing save for the wet flakes clumping together and rapidly forming piles of snow over the rooftops and along the trail winding through the village.

Hiccup was about to give up and slip back inside when his eye caught a flash of movement. His home on the hill gave him a good view of more than just the rest of the village; from where he stood Hiccup could easily see the winding pier leading down the cliffs into the water, as well as the figure perched at the very top. In the darkness of night the waifish silhouette might have been easily missed, if not for the moonlight reflected off of their snow-white hair.

* * *

><p>Baby Tooth laughed from her perch atop the little dragon as the dragon pounced on its target a few feet away, only for the speck to flit out from underneath the dragon's claws. Somehow or other, nobody could quite remember how at this point, Jack had persuaded his frost fairy to mount the cat-sized dragon and their game had taken a new turn. Using a small hand-mirror he had crafted from ice, Jack caught the light of the Moon and reflected it onto the wooden surface of the pier.<p>

((_Shiny-catch-shiny-fun-hunt-catch-fun-fun-fun_.))

A silly grin tugged at the corners of Jack's lips as he tilted the mirror, causing the speck of reflected light to race along the wooden planks. The little dragon chased the speck like a particularly playful kitten, much to the amusement of both Jack and Baby Tooth. The frost fairy was used to Jack's wild antics in the sky, but for those she was normally tucked safely in the boy's hood or inside his pocket. Riding on dragon-back was an altogether unique experience.

So absorbed in their game were they that they hardly noticed the light rapping of feet on the deck. When the little dragon suddenly gave up on the speck of light, however, and swiveled its head to face the newcomer Jack's laughter came to a stop. He turned, eyes wide, and let the Wind lift him to his feet as he took in the sight of the green-eyed dragon-rider from earlier, mirror falling from his fingers into the churning sea far below.

Baby Tooth squeaked and flew from the tiny dragon's back, burying herself in Jack's hood while the Winter spirit just stared perplexed at the lanky teen, who was staring back at him with an equally bewildered look on his face.

Jack was grateful - in part - for the lingering effects of the drug when he had encountered the dragon riders earlier that day. Otherwise he might have freaked out a bit more at the prospect of not only being seen, but being seen by a group of people his own age. Now that the drug had fully worn off, however, he found himself wishing that he had taken more time to process it rather than moping.

"Um..." Jack trailed off, feeling more than a little foolish. "Hi?"

The other boy continued to stare at him, mouth slightly agape.

"Er, sorry about earlier. I was a little... out of it."

The staring continued.

Quirking his brow, Jack swung his staff over his shoulders and said, "You know, if you keep staring at me like that I'm going to think you're in love with me."

The viking's mouth snapped shut, earning a chuckle from Jack.

"That's more like it." He held out a hand to the other. "Jack Frost."

"Uhm..." The viking stared at his hand blankly and only then did it occur to Jack that hand-shaking might not exist in viking culture. With a shrug he retracted his hand, shoving it deep into his pocket.

"Soooooo... Your name is?"

"It's, uh, Hiccup. My name's Hiccup." The boy - Hiccup - scratched the back of his head nervously. Earlier Jack had not really taken a good look at the other. Hiccup was just a bit shorter than him, with rounder features where Jack's were angular (elfin was the word Toothiana had used). Hiccup was far from fat - rather skinny in fact - but his jawline, his nose, and even his ears were all rounded, soft looking.

"Hiccup?" Jack repeated with an incredulous laugh. Hiccup's cheeks colored slightly.

"Well, it's a viking tradition. It's not like I chose it," he replied defensively. Jack laughed again, raising one hand in surrender.

"Hey, it's not that bad. I have a friend named Bunny and he's a guy, so..." That earned a chuckle from Hiccup, much to Jack's relief.

"Yeah. Terrible names are supposed to frighten away gnomes and trolls," Hiccup explained. "And my cousin's name is Snotlout, so I guess it could be worse."

"Why would you want to frighten away trolls?" Jack asked, expression slightly baffled. "I mean yeah, they're a little pushy, but they're nice folks. Terrific singers, I might add."

Hiccup fell silent. For a moment Jack worried that he might have said something wrong, but then Hiccup was reaching out as though to touch his face and now Jack was the one on the defensive.

"Whoa, what are you doing?" he snapped as he drew back from the Viking's outstretched fingers. Hiccup jerked his hand back, face coloring once again.

"Sorry, sorry! I just..." Hiccup trailed off. He was staring again, eyes wide in wonder. "You're really not human, are you?"

Silence passed between them. Somewhere in the back of his mind Jack was aware of the little dragon rubbing its scaly body against his legs, begging for attention, but he found he did not particularly care at the moment. Instead he was pondering the motivation of the thin, green-eyed dragon-rider before him. It was with no small amount of bitterness that Jack reminded himself that nobody ever took an interest in him, save for the Guardians. For over three hundred years he had been passed through by humans and snubbed by other spirits. Those few spirits who did not outright ignore his presence had made it very clear - often using physical methods - that they wanted nothing to do with him.

Jack was reminded severely of a curious child who had come across a dead thing in the street and gotten it in their head to poke said dead thing with a stick. What could he possibly be to Hiccup other than some bizarre curiosity that had fallen out of the sky and landed on their isolated little community?

"Thank you for summing that up," he snapped before spinning on his heel. He was just about to take off when he felt a sharp tug on his hood.

"Wait!"

_FWEET!_

"Ow!"

Jack whirled around again and met with the sight of Hiccup holding his hand while Baby Tooth hovered in the air between the two of them, arms crossed. Hiccup was staring at the frost fairy with the same dumb look he had fixed Jack with earlier, eyes wide and mouth fixed into an 'o' shape.

((Don't you touch my Love!)) Baby Tooth was whistling indignantly, flying close enough to Hiccup's face that she very nearly jabbed him again with her beak. Jack could feel _protect-rage-comfort-Love-anger_ all jumbled together in her mind as she shouted at Hiccup in hummingbird-speak. ((Nasty little boy! Why I ought to-))

Her tirade was cut short by Jack cupping a hand around her body. Gently he deposited Baby Tooth on his shoulder where she stayed, though she continued to fix Hiccup with a pointed glare.

"Wha- what is that?" Hiccup breathed. Jack's answer came after some slight hesitation.

"Her name is Baby Tooth. She's a frost fairy."

"She's beautiful."

That simple statement immediately wiped the glare from Baby Tooth's face. She stared at Hiccup, mind a whirl of _embarassment-pride-angry?-happy?_, before crossing her arms and turning her head away from him. ((As if I'd want to hear that from you.))

"She says 'thank you'," Jack lied, features still stony. Hiccup grimaced at the expression on Jack's face. This was not how he wanted this meeting to go.

"Wait!" Hiccup called again, halting Jack mid-stride. The snow spirit turned around, facing Hiccup with a raised brow. "Look, I wasn't trying to insult you," Hiccup insisted. "I-it's just a lot to take in, you know? I'm sorry."

Jack studied Hiccup's face, searching his features for some trace of fallacy, but Hiccup's expression was an open, earnest one. With a sigh, Jack relented. "Fine then. I believe you."

Hiccup let out an audible sigh of relief.

"So why are you here?"

No words left Hiccup's mouth for several moments. He knew why he wanted to seek out the strange, white-haired boy. It was for the same reason he had sought out Toothless after he had cut the nightfury free and Toothless had very graciously chosen _not_ to launch a fireball at him point-blank. Even now as he stared into the ice-blue eyes of the spirit he saw Toothless's feral green eyes as he stared up at Hiccup from the tangled mess of ropes that crushed his wings and bit into his scales. Hiccup remembered the way his best friend's eyes seemed to scream in pain, fear, sorrow and, finally, resignation.

Jack had looked much the same earlier that afternoon as he had asked the equally confused teenagers about his location, and as he had thrown himself, panicked, into the wind, vanishing into the sky as he searched for a door that was no longer there.

Would Jack take the answer as another insult though?

"Because..."

"Because?" Jack repeated, playing with the staff in his hands. Hiccup noted the way he wound both hands around the twisted wood, clutching it to his chest as though it were his beating heart rather than an old, carved branch.

"Because you looked... lost," Hiccup finished, hoping that the white-haired boy would not take his statement as an accusation of weakness. Any number of men on Berk would readily lop his head off for implying such a thing, but Jack carried no axe or sword and lacked the brutish build of the viking warriors. Still, that did not mean that he could not do anything equally horrible; transform into a giant bear and eat him or suck his soul out of his mouth or turn him into a statue.

Jack did none of these things. Instead he let out a slow breath, tearing his gaze away from Hiccup to stare at something up in the sky. It took Hiccup a moment to realize that it was the moon.

"I guess I am," Jack replied wistfully.

At the spirit's feet, the blue-scaled terrible terror let out a pitiful whine. It was almost funny, Hiccup thought, how quickly a complete stranger could come to their island and befriend a creature that his own people had hated and fought for centuries. Perhaps it had something to do with Jack's inhuman nature, though Hiccup was disinclined to put such a thought to words.

"Well, if you need a place to stay I could..." Jack was staring at Hiccup now, expression disbelieving. "I mean, we have plenty of room at my house. I could sleep on the floor, or downstairs or-"

"No no no, don't do that." Jack waved his hand as though he could disperse Hiccup's offer like smoke. "I'm used to sleeping outside, and the cold doesn't bother me."

"Oh, okay then..." A freckled hand came to rest at the back of his neck as Hiccup scratched sheepishly.

"But thanks for the offer." Jack held out his free hand to Hiccup, fingers curled into a closed fist. "Really."

Hiccup stared at the offered fist, wondering at the meaning of Jack's foreign gesture. Green eyes flicking upward, he caught a brief glimpse of Baby Tooth, who curled her own tiny hands into fists and then brought them together. Taking the hint, Hiccup curled his fingers into his palm and lightly touched his fingers to Jack's. Jack's skin was still cool to the touch, but not frigid as it had been earlier despite the falling snow.

"No problem," Hiccup replied, feeling put out for reasons he could not explain. Out of nowhere the wind picked up, swirling around the two teens and causing Hiccup to pull his fur vest tighter around himself. Jack rose inches off of the floor, staff in hand and Baby Tooth grinning smugly at Hiccup from her perch on the spirit's shoulder. Instantly the terrible terror took to the air next to them and with a resigned sigh Hiccup realized that this conversation had come to an end. "So, guess I'll see you later. Or not..."

"Hey, you live up there, right?"

"What?" Hiccup's gaze snapped in the direction Jack was looking, up towards the village built into the slope. Through the thin veil of snow he could just barely make out the faint outline of a stick-thin figure wading through the snowdrifts. From their vantage point on the pier the two boys watched as the shadow came to a stop in front of a hut - _Hiccup's _hut! - knelt, and then made off with something, hardly noticeable at that distance, especially with the snow, though Hiccup had an inkling as to what it was.

"That guy just stole my dad's boots!" Hiccup cried. Without so much as a pause he took off running down the pier, intent on stopping the midnight-boot-thief in the act, never mind the fact that by the time he got there the shoe thief would be long gone.

"Hold on tight kid!"

That was all the warning Hiccup received before he was suddenly being hoisted into the air, feet still flailing below him as he was plucked from the docks mid-run by the back of his vest. Hiccup yelped as Jack shot towards the village, the fairy and the dragon trailing not far behind. Above him he heard the jovial laughter of the spirit as the wind whipped the two of them back and forth and though the flight was not altogether unlike what he and Toothless engaged in regularly Hiccup just wanted it to _end_ because he had no say in where they were going and no control over the speed or direction. Toothless's antics he could handle; Hiccup and the nightfury were a pair, each unable to fly without the other.

Before long Hiccup found himself falling, his shriek cut short by a face-full of fresh powder.

"Let's not do that again," Jack was saying as he landed next to the face planted viking, rolling his shoulders as though to ease an ache. "You're a lot heavier than you look."

Belatedly, Hiccup agreed through a mouthful of snow, not even acknowledging the fairy that was laughing at him.

Pulling himself up, Hiccup found that Jack had dropped him in the narrow space between two huts, hidden from view by the thick shadows that the moon's bright light cast over the village. Jack had already taken his position, pressing himself flat against the nearest building and leaning around the corner in order to get a clear look at what was happening. Following suit, Hiccup pressed himself against the rough wood walling of the building he knew to be his uncle Spitelout's hut and peered into the village square. His eyes narrowed at what he saw.

"Mildew!" the young viking hissed unconsciously. "That son of a-"

A cold hand clapped over Hiccup's mouth, hushing him. Silently Jack brought a single finger to his lips, indicating for Hiccup to be quiet. Only when Hiccup nodded did Jack remove his hand.

Protected by the veil of shadows, the two teenagers watched as Mildew skulked from house to house, a large burlap sack thrown over his shoulder. The sack was already bulging with dozens of pairs of shoes, and as the crotchety old man made his way down the path from Stoick's hut Hiccup realized that his footsteps were accompanied by an odd _scratch-scritch_ sound.

"He's trying to frame the dragons," Hiccup whispered harshly, glaring at the old hermit and the faux dragon feet he was wearing from his hiding place in the shadows. Baby Tooth squeaked on Jack's shoulder and the terrible terror let out a barely audible hiss. "We have to stop him."

A devilish twinkle shone in Jack's eye. "I agree. Ready to have a little fun?"

Before Hiccup could ask what he meant, Jack chucked a snowball - when had he made that? - right at Mildew's head. The snowball hit the hermit's helmet with a wet _thwack_, knocking the headpiece from his skull with a noisy clatter. Hiccup clapped his hands over his mouth to keep from bursting out laughing as Jack created another snowball - from a swirl of blue and white magic in the palm of his hand no less! - and launched it into the air. The second struck Mildew square in the face as the old man turned in the direction of the first snowball, leaving him sputtering and cursing. The sack fell from his hands as he swiped at his eyes and in the few moments where he was completely blind Jack touched the tip of his staff to the ground. Instantly fern-like swirls of frost bloomed from the staff, crawling over the ground until they had appeared underneath Mildew's feet. The moment the old man had opened his eyes he bent to retrieve the sack, only to loose his footing as he shifted his weight and go sprawling on the now icy ground.

"And now," Jack said through poorly-suppressed giggles, "the grand finale." Creating a final, perfectly-shaped snowball, Jack arched his arm back, leaning his weight into it. Then he hurled the snowball with all of his might; it soared far over Mildew's head and struck its target with a thunderous _CRACK!_

Hiccup placed his knuckles between his teeth to stop the laughter threatening to erupt from his throat; that was _his _door that Jack had just struck. The ice spirit must have wrapped the snowball in a layer of ice for it to make that noise and, judging by the resulting clamor from within, the snowball had achieved its mission.

Neither of the teens saw the orange rectangle of light as it spilled out into the village square, but they - and very likely the rest of the village - heard the thundering voice as it reverberated through the crisp air: "WHAT IN THOR'S NAME IS GOING ON OUT HERE!?"

Instinctively Hiccup ducked back, though he knew his father would not have been able to see either of them in the shadows. The squeal of rusted hinges followed by the rapping of wood-on-wood indicated many more doors swinging open and a low hum rose from the village told Hiccup that most of the village was awake at this point. A part of him, a very small part, felt a bit bad for Mildew and the humiliation he was about to endure, but a stronger part was smug that the old grump had been caught in the act, and an even stronger part was relieved that the dragons would be spared Mildew's malicious scheme.

A jolt raced up his spine as he felt a cold hand on his and for a moment Hiccup feared discovery, but as he whirled around he found only Jack, who smirked at him mischievously and raised a finger to his lips. Gesturing towards the back of the building, Jack backpedaled through the shadows, fairy and terror in tow. Hiccup followed, following Jack's lead and darting across the spaces between buildings. Thankfully the commotion in the square made sneaking away not so difficult; as the pair made their way up the slope towards Hiccup's hut they could hear the adults' voices rising, accusations swelling and cresting and burying half-baked pleas of innocence.

Hiccup's hut was built into the side of a slope. As the pair rounded to the back of the hut they were effectively blocked from view by the roof which was just low enough that they could easily climb it if they needed to. Hiccup had, in fact, done just that many times before.

They did not climb onto the roof, however. Once the pair had made their way to the back of Hiccup's hut Jack held out his hand to Hiccup, jerking his head silently to the open window that he did not know lead to Hiccup's bedroom, but that he did know was a convenient way to sneak inside while staying out of sight. Hiccup took Jack's hand, marveling at how soft it felt; his own hands were rough and scarred from long hours spent in the forge. No viking had soft hands. Even Astrid's fingers were calloused by the axe she had spent her whole life training with.

Their ascent into the air was much more gentle this time, the Wind hoisting Jack who in turn hoisted Hiccup smoothly and depositing the boys on the roof. Jack remained perched on the sill while Hiccup scrambled inside, landing on the straw-stuffed mattress with a quiet '_oomph!_'

The slight noise _did_ draw attention, but not that of any of the angry vikings in the square. In the darkness of his room Hiccup saw a pair of disembodied, green eyes appear from nothing. Then a great black shape unfurled itself atop the stone slate that served as its bed and Toothless was bounding over to Hiccup, butting his head against his rider's chest and clicking at Hiccup like a scolding mother.

"Hey bud," Hiccup whispered as he ran his fingers over Toothless's scales. "Sorry, I didn't mean to be out so late."

Toothless lapped at Hiccup's face with his broad, forked tongue. For a moment he forgot all about the spirit currently perched on his windowsill until he heard an airy voice breathe out, "Wow."

Broad head-fins perked atop Toothless's head as he gave up greeting his rider in favor of examining the stranger leaning in their shared window. Nostrils flaring, the nightfury placed his front paws on the bed - and, unintentionally, over Hiccup's slim legs - and leaned towards the window, bringing his muzzle close to Jack's face and growling out, ((_Stranger-new-smell-cautious-you-good?-yes?-stranger-good-yes?_))

Baby Tooth tensed, tiny wings buzzing in anticipation, but Jack just chuckled, holding his hand out to Toothless as though to pet him. "My name's Jack," he told the dragon. "I'm a friend."

Jack was not exactly sure what the dragon heard when he spoke. He doubted very much that it sounded exactly the same as the human-speak that he and Hiccup heard, but he could not imagine his voice coming out as the series of whistles, growls, and chirps that he heard coming from the dragons. Nonetheless, Toothless seemed to accept the strange, white-haired boy who could understand dragon-speak and pressed his broad muzzle against Jack's outstretched palm, cooing favorably. The sound echoed in Jack's head as, ((_You-Icicle-strange-good-you-friend-good_.))

"Hey, down Toothless," Hiccup whispered a bit breathlessly from beneath his best friend's weight. Toothless obeyed, sliding off of the flimsy cot and returning to his own slab of stone. Jack watched, wide-eyed as he circled the slate, pouring streams of white-hot flame from his mouth as he did before patting the low fire down and curling up on the warm stone.

"Wow." Jack's voice was barely a whisper. Toothless set his head down on his front paws, though he kept his large, round eyes open, regarding the Winter spirit a bit lazily. Jack rubbed his fingers together, finding that he wanted to continue stroking those smooth, glossy scales. Turning to Hiccup he whispered, "May I?"

Hiccup thought that Jack was asking for permission to pet Toothless, though he had already received it from the dragon himself. It did not occur to him until after he had nodded and Jack slunk, cat-like, through his window that the spirit had been asking for permission to enter his home.

Jack was careful with his movements, avoiding stepping on Hiccup by mistake with practiced ease and lowering himself onto the wooden platform that was Hiccup's bedroom floor without so much as a creak. Toothless did not move as Jack approached his slate, though he kept his eyes trained on the spirit, and when Jack settled on his knees on the edge of the stone, setting his staff on the ground next to him, he raised his head, ear-fins perking up.

"You're so cool," the spirit whispered, placing his hands under Toothless's jaw, giving a light scratch. Hiccup watched, amazed at Jack's childlike curiosity; he seemed to love everything about Toothless - his scales, his fins, his claws, his wings and his tail - and wanted to put his hands everywhere. Jack kept whispering to Toothless, asking permission before doing anything, and taking the gentle crooning noises the nightfury replied with as an affirmative.

Eventually Baby Tooth was taken by the same curiosity that held Jack. Her wings buzzed as they carried her from his shoulder, and she hovered just in front of the dragon's face. A smile tugged at the corners of Hiccup's lips as she began chirping at Toothless in her strange fairy-language and Toothless chirped back before offering the fairy a toothless smile. He started when Toothless's teeth suddenly shot out, fearful that his dragon might eat Jack's fairy, but Toothless made no move to do so, and rather than being frightened Baby Tooth seemed enraptured by the nightfury's retractable fangs, running her little hands over them and cooing excitedly.

"It's been fun," Jack said as he reached for his staff. "But we should probably get going."

The smile abruptly fell from Hiccup's face. He had forgotten, if only for a moment, that Jack was not there by choice. The white-haired youth would be leaving before long to go back to _Asgard_ or _Jötunheimr_ or wherever it was he came from. As strange and frightening as Jack was, Hiccup felt genuinely disappointed by the notion. Never before had he had so much fun doing anything where _Mildew _was involved, and anyone who would so readily leap to the dragons' defense had to be a good person.

Still, Hiccup did not allow the sadness to show on his face. Instead he shrugged and said, "Yeah, I should probably get to sleep." Then, remembering what Jack had said earlier about being lost, he added, "So, uh, do you actually know how you're getting home?"

"Not a clue," Jack admitted a little too readily. His mouth was still set with a small smile. Hiccup raised a brow at this; were he in the same position he would have been very frightened, but Jack seemed relatively unaffected. Maybe he had really enjoyed himself that much that he forgot to be scared, or maybe he just did not miss his home overmuch.

"You know, if you wanted to you could..." Hiccup's earlier offer sat on the tip of his tongue, on the verge of spilling past his lips, before he remembered how casually Jack had brushed it off. "...hang out with me and the other dragon riders. Until you figure out how to get back home."

Curious blue eyes regarded Hiccup for a moment. Jack exchanged looks with Baby Tooth, the silver-and-blue bird-like humanoid squeaking something in her strange language while gesturing to Hiccup. A nervous sweat broke out on the viking's freckled brow and he feared that while Jack seemed to like him well enough, his fairy companion had not forgiven Hiccup for his earlier infraction.

"Open your mouth."

Hiccup blinked. "What?"

"Open your mouth," Jack repeated, pulling himself to his feet. "Baby Tooth wants to see your teeth."

"Uhhh..." Hiccup threw a glance at Toothless who merely huffed at him as if to say 'Well, get on with it.' "Okay..."

Feeling a bit foolish even as he did, Hiccup parted his lips in a slightly awkward smile. The fairy flitted from Jack's side, hovering in the air in front of Hiccup's face as she inspected his slightly buck teeth critically. He forced himself not to flinch or pull away as she came nearer, pointed beak nearly pricking his upper lip.

((Oh Jack!)) Baby Tooth cried, inaudible to Hiccup. ((His teeth are so goofy! Look at how big these ones are! They're adorable!))

Jack burst out laughing yet again. Hiccup swallowed a bit nervously when the frost fairy quit cooing over his teeth to return to her perch on the spirit's shoulder.

"What did she say?"

Still laughing, Jack replied, "She thinks you have a cute smile."

Now even Toothless was laughing at Hiccup as he blushed fiercely, sputtering at the unwarranted compliment. He was painfully aware that his smile was far from cute. Still, he seemed to have met Baby Tooth's strange standards because as soon as he got his laughter under control Jack nodded and said, "All right. I'll come meet your friends tomorrow."

Again Jack climbed over his bed, carefully avoiding Hiccup's limbs as he slipped through the window. The Wind picked up again, spiraling around Jack's body and lifting him several feet above the ground. For a few seconds Jack hung suspended in the air, waving at Hiccup. "We should both get some sleep though. See you tomorrow, kiddo!"

And with that said, Jack vanished from the window, spiraling up into the night sky unnoticed by any of the squabbling adults in the square below. It was only when Jack was completely gone from his sight that Hiccup noticed the blue terrible terror curled up in his bedsheets.

* * *

><p>(Author's Note: I wish I had the magical ability to understand every language I came across. I bet Hiccup would have found that handy during the Typhoomerang fiasco. Why Icicle? Look up Norse mythology. As funny as it is to read fanfictions where Jack and Toothless behave antagonistically towards one another, I'd rather enjoy seeing them as good buds (not best, that role is reserved for Hiccup). Baby Tooth, on the other hand, seems to have taken up Tinker Bell's role in my imagination; she is <em>not<em> going to let anyone get to close to her Jackie without a fight, cute goofy teeth or no.

Funny thing is, with how often Jack is portrayed as a flirty playboy in fanfiction and fanart, I have seen no evidence of this side of his personality canonically. Yes, he is open and friendly with Toothiana, who is confirmed to have a crush on him, but he is also friendly with Sandy, North (after a while), and Jamie and the rest of the Burgess children. He also, in the beginning, seemed to have an aversion to being touched, flinching and shying away when Toothiana touched his shoulder or when the yetis patted his back. I personally think that, after being isolated for three centuries, Jack probably doesn't give much thought to romance or the possibility that he might one day have a romantic relationship. He's not asexual or aromantic (that I know), it simply hasn't occurred to him. I also think that he might also be uncomfortable with being touched suddenly by someone he doesn't know very well. Thus I am going to include elements of this in my fanfiction.)


	3. Chapter 3: Awake in the Sky

**Chapter 3: Awake in the Sky**

The pounding of hammers against aged wood punctuated by the childish grumbling of the siblings below was slowly beginning to drive Hiccup mad. All that Sun's Day morning he and the rest of Berk's riders had been working on Mildew's roof. The task itself was not intolerable, but after the stunt pulled the previous night Mildew had been placed under house arrest, meaning that not only did the six teenagers have to waste their day repairing his already dilapidated home, they had to deal with the old man's groaning and spitting.

"Dude, this _suuuuuuuuuuuucks_!" Snotlout groaned, no longer hammering the nail into place as he was meant to be doing but instead halfheartedly swinging the hammer against random tiles on the roof.

"Well if you'd stop _whining_ and start _working_," Astrid stepped over Snotlout, who was lying on his stomach on Mildew's roof, and grabbed ahold of his wrist, digging her fingers into the leather gauntlet and directing him to hammer properly, "We could get out of here sooner."

Releasing his wrist, Astrid cautiously made her way to the other side of the gaping hole, where Hiccup was carefully arranging the tiles over the newly built wooden railing. Under her arm she carried a stack of new tiles, which she set down next to Hiccup before grabbing the bucket of clay and straw they used as packing material and applying it to the makeshift rafters.

"You look distracted," she commented, noting the way Hiccup seemed to stare at nothing in particular, even with his green eyes locked on the shingles. "Is something up?"

"Huh?" Hiccup blinked, realized he had laid the shingles out in the wrong direction, and began taking them back up again. "Uh, no, not really."

In truth, Hiccup had been thinking of the previous day's encounter, and the mysterious white-haired flying boy. All morning he had cast his eyes skyward, searching for some trace of Jack and finding nothing. Now that he had time to think it over properly, Hiccup was regretting asking the spirit to meet his friends. He had no idea how they would react, especially Snotlout who had been in favor of leaving Jack for dead in the woods. Of all of them, Astrid stood the best chance of making a good first impression, the female viking being by far the most sensible one in the group, but there was also a chance she would react as she had upon first meeting Toothless, with an axe in her hand.

And, though Hiccup was loathe to admit it to even himself, a tiny, selfish part of him wanted to keep Jack to himself. Being part of a group was still new to him, and much of the time he found himself missing the days when he would sneak off, alone, to join Toothless in the woods to work on his tail fin or practice flying or play or just sit and talk. He wanted that again, to have some secret that separated him from the group. It was not fair of him, he knew, to keep Jack from the others; he still had not found the words to describe the previous night's activities to them. Even so, he held out for the thin hope that Jack would stay away just a little longer.

"Are you brats done yet!?" Mildew's screeching voice rang in the air. A collective wince took the riders and no one answered him. "Well? I'm not getting any younger!"

"Yeah, no kidding," Hiccup grumbled under his breath. Astrid shot him a look and he fell silent.

Down below, Fishlegs 'eeped' and scrambled away from the pulley the teens had been using to carry supplies to the rooftop, as the use of their dragons had been banned, and the twins gave up on removing the knots in their hair - they had proven more hindrance than help several hours ago, so Astrid solved the problem by tying their hair together and leaving them to figure it out themselves - in favor of getting away from Mildew's front door as it flew open.

Stepping out onto the cold stone that served as his porch with bare feet, Mildew cast his beady little eyes about, fixing each of the teens with a nasty glare in turn. No doubt he blamed one of them for the snowballs he had been pelted with the previous night, though none save for Hiccup even knew of the circumstances under which his petty scheme had been discovered.

"If you children are quite finished messing around, I believe there's still a hole in my roof in need of fixing," the old man growled. Only Astrid was able to meet his gaze.

"We're working on it," she snapped at him from atop the roof. "We could have finished hours ago, if we had our dragons, you know."

"As if the beasts can do anything but destroy things," Mildew hissed, much to Hiccup's annoyance.

"Well, at least they don't go around stealing shoes."

Mildew cast Hiccup the stink eye, but had nothing to say in protest. Mumbling under his breath, the old hermit turned on his heel and retreated back into his hut, much to the relief of the teenagers.

"What was that about?" Fishlegs asked once the door was firmly shut.

"He got caught trying to steal everyone else's shoes last night," Astrid explained. "He was trying to make it look like the dragons did it."

"My dad punished him by taking away _his _shoes for the rest of the day," Hiccup finished, hands working swiftly to correct the tiles he had misaligned. "That's why he's stuck in his house; he can't walk anywhere with the snow on the ground."

"It was pretty awesome!" Sitting up straight, Snotlout set aside his hammer in favor of recounting last night's events as he knew them. "The chief got woken up 'cause Mildew slipped on some ice and dropped the shoes, and then the chief was yelling and then _everyone_ was awake-" (Fishlegs murmured something along the lines of 'I didn't hear anything' while the twins hushed him angrily) "-and then Mildew tried to play it off like he was sleepwalking or something. And when that didn't work he tried to run away, but my dad grabbed him and-"

"_IT DOESN'T SOUND LIKE YOU LOUTS ARE DOING ANY WORK UP THERE!_"

Snotlout snatched up the discarded hammer, jaw clamping firmly shut as he furiously set to hammering in the last nails of the new rafters.

Idly, Hiccup wondered what the others would think if he told them the truth of how Mildew had been caught. The twins would probably think it was hilarious, and Fishlegs would no doubt be fascinated by Jack's powers. Would Astrid be annoyed by Jack's antics, or thankful that he had kept suspicion from being cast onto her dragon? Would Snotlout still be terrified of him, even though Jack did not seem to be able or willing to do anything more harmful than throwing snowballs?

What would Jack think of his friends?

Suddenly he dreaded the meeting even more fiercely.

Hiccup had already made the mistake of gawking at Jack like a wild animal, which seemed to deeply offend him, not that he could blame the white-haired boy overmuch. No doubt the others would do worse - Snotlout accusing him of being a monster, the twins asking him obnoxious questions, Fishlegs wanting to study him like a dragon...

"Hey, Astrid?"

Astrid looked up from her clay-smeared hands.

"Can I talk to you in private when we're done?"

* * *

><p>If there was one good thing about the three-hundred years of warfare with the dragons, it was that the people of Berk, even the children, had become very quick and very efficient when it came to repairing damaged buildings. By the time Hiccup had set the last shingle firmly in place it was only early afternoon and the teens immediately abandoned Mildew alone in his misery to retrieve their dragons and head for the academy.<p>

The academy itself was actually a disused arena located outside of the village. The arena had been carved straight into the stone of the island and was closed in by a huge chain-link net. Once upon a time it had been used to train would-be dragon-slayers. Now, it was used to train dragons and their riders.

"So, what did you want to talk about?" Astrid asked as Stormfly and Toothless touched down next to one another outside of the iron gate that led down into the pit. Hiccup shook his head and gestured to the other dragon riders, who were dismounting not far away enough for this conversation to be considered private. Nodding in understanding, Astrid dismounted her nadder.

As the other four riders led their dragons into the arena, Hiccup took Astrid's hand and led her up to the stone-carved stands from which spectators used to observe the dragon slaying.

"Hey, do you remember what happened yesterday?" Hiccup asked as he took his seat above the arena. Astrid sat next to him, staring at him warily out of the corner of her eye. "You know, that thing we promised never to speak of again?"

"Yeees... Are we about to speak about it again?"

"Um, yeah." Hiccup scratched the back of his head sheepishly. "I ran into that guy again last night."

Astrid's eyes widened in shock, but she did not yell at him or cry out in surprise like he half-feared she would.

"It was when I was setting my dad's boots outside," he explained. "I just happened to see him sitting on the pier, and I couldn't help but walk up to him-"

Hiccup regaled Astrid with the tale of his meeting with Jack frost, describing how the boy had smiled at him so earnestly when they first met but withdrew when Hiccup accused him of not being human, how he had flown through the air like a snowflake, how he was the one responsible for ruining Mildew's attempt to frame their dragons and, lastly, how Hiccup had invited him to meet the other dragon riders. Astrid remained silent as Hiccup spoke, not tearing her gaze away from Hiccup's for an instant except to ensure that the other four riders were too absorbed in their own antics to notice her and Hiccup. When he finished she took a slow, steady breath, processing everything she had just heard.

"Wow. I mean, just..." She shook her head in an attempt to clear her thoughts. "So, where is he now?"

"I... I don't know," Hiccup admitted. "I told him he could hang out with us, but I didn't tell him a time or a place."

"Are you sure that was such a good idea? I mean, he could be dangerous." Hiccup stared at her incredulously. "He could!"

"He protected our dragons," Hiccup pointed out.

"By throwing snowballs at an old man," Astrid argued. "I'm not saying that Mildew didn't deserve it, he definitely did, but this Jack guy wouldn't really know that, and he could have really hurt Mildew."

"Not on purpose," Hiccup insisted, earning an exasperated sigh from Astrid.

"I'm not saying he would hurt anyone on purpose, but maybe he doesn't know better. He could just be playing around and accidentally kill someone."

"Yeah, the same could be said for Snotlout and Hookfang."

As if on cue, a red-orange glow covered Hookfang's body with a _whoosh _and Snotlout ran screaming from his saddle as flames covered his dragon's skin. The twins howled with laughter as Snotlout threw himself into the trowel of drinking water they had set out for the dragons to douse the flames in his trousers.

Astrid stared, blank-faced, before saying, "Okay, yeah, point taken."

Hiccup shook his head. "And that's why I kind of need your help. I already kind of pissed him off once by being a jerk."

"And you decided it would be a good idea to introduce him to _these _guys?"

"Yeah, in hindsight I wish I'd just pretended I didn't know any of you." Astrid punched Hiccup in the arm playfully, though the girl was a fair bit stronger than she looked - stronger than Snotlout, for that matter - and Hiccup could feel the beginnings of a bruise as he rubbed the afflicted spot. "Can you just... help me get these guys to tone it down a bit for when Jack does show up?"

"I almost think I'd rather fight the Red Death again," Astrid growled. "But, I don't really have a choice, do I? Someone has to run damage control."

Letting out a relieved sigh, Hiccup stood, Astrid doing the same and the pair made their way back down into the ring.

"What were you two lovebirds talking about?" Tuffnut teased as they reentered the ring. Ruffnut and Barf-and-Belch snickered alongside him at the sight of Hiccup's face going crimson.

"Ha ha, very funny," the brunette said dryly, trying and failing to will away his blush. "Actually, I have an announcement to make, and it's kind of a big one."

"Ooh, ooh! What is it? A new training exercise? Or have you uncovered a new species of dragon? Or-"

"Thank you, Fishlegs," Hiccup interrupted, pinching the bridge of his nose. "But, no, none of those things. I, uh... I invited someone to join us for training today."

Four pairs of eyes stared at Hiccup expectantly. Feeling his resolve weaken, he turned to the strong-willed girl standing beside him, but Astrid merely ignored him while pretending to inspect her nails.

"Iiiis this someone we know?" Fishlegs asked when he noticed Hiccup hesitating. The brunette shrugged.

"Sort of."

"Is it someone from the village?" Ruffnut asked. Hiccup shook his head.

"Definitely not."

"Is she cute?" Snotlout chimed in. Everyone stared at him. "What?"

"Um, well, she's a guy," Hiccup explained. "And, uh, we met him yesterday. When he fell out of the sky."

Hiccup paused for a moment to let the words sink in. Four pairs of eyes widened in realization, some more quickly than others. Silence fell over the arena, the dragons perking up from their lazed states as they noticed the anxiety that had taken hold of their riders. Finally, Snotlout broke the silence.

"Are you out of your _mind_!?"

"Calm down, Snotlout," Astrid ordered, but to no avail.

"Calm down!? How can I be calm when Hiccup invited a freaking _giant_ to basically come eat us!?"

"He's not a giant," Hiccup deadpanned. "He's, like, three inches taller than me."

"You saw him up close, Hiccup?" Fishlegs breathed. As Hiccup had predicted, he seemed rather enthused by the whole thing. "And you talked to him and everything? Did he say who he was? Did he say _what_ he was?"

"He's a teenager, like the rest of us," Hiccup insisted, and then, a bit sheepishly, "He can just... fly and make snow and ice out of nothing. But other than that he's completely normal." Oh gods, this was going worse than he thought it would.

With a roll of her eyes, Astrid took over the conversation. "Look, Hiccup's already invited him to come see us train dragons. The least we can do is try to make a good impression. Right Stormfly?"

Behind her the colorful, parrot-like dragon squawked, flapping her wings in show as nadders often did when trying to impress someone.

"See?" Astrid said. "Stormfly's on board."

Hiccup considered something seriously wrong with his circle of friends when he realized that the spine-covered deadly nadder was genuinely his best bet at making a good first impression with a stranger.

"Look," Hiccup said, clapping his hands together, "He didn't come here because he wanted to. He's lost, and I thought that we could at least make him feel welcome until he figures out how to get back home. He's not here to eat or hurt or kill anyone. He actually saved our dragons last night."

"Saved them?" Fishlegs echoed. "How? I thought Mildew slipped on some ice..." Hiccup could practically see the gears in the husky viking's head turning. "He made the ice."

"He also pegged Mildew with snowballs," Astrid affirmed. "And woke up the chief. If it weren't for Jack, our parents' boots would have been stolen and our dragons would be the ones being punished, not Mildew."

"Jack?" Tuffnut snorted. "That's a dumb name."

"Yeah, who the heck is Jack?" Ruffnut sniggered.

"That's his name," Hiccup replied. "Jack Frost."

Snotlout continued to glare at him, and Hiccup swore he felt the temperature inside the arena drop twenty degrees.

"Well you know what?" the brawny teen groused. "You all can get buddy-buddy with him. Hookfang and I, on the other hand, will be getting as far away from freaky ice guys as possible. Hope you all have fun getting... eat... -en..." Snotlout trailed off slowly, dread creeping up his throat as he realized that each of the other riders and their dragons were staring at him, their eyes wide; Fishlegs's with wonder, the twins' with shock, and Hiccup's and Astrid's with something akin to horror. "Why're you all looking at me like that?"

Then Snotlout felt ice cold breath blow into his ear. He would later deny shrieking like a girl.

* * *

><p>Despite the promise he had made to the scrawny viking the previous day, Jack actually had no intention of meeting any of Hiccup's friends. The moment he had left Hiccup's windowsill that night he had asked the Wind to carry him as fast as possible away from Berk, relying on his memory and the Wind's guidance to take him to his destination. He should not have been so surprised when he arrived, finding nothing more than a baby-leafed sprout. Still, as he knelt next to the fragile plant that would one day become Big Root, he could feel disappointment slice deep into his chest.<p>

After that he had roamed, searching out any trace of Ombric - the _real _Ombric - but to no avail. Atlantis was long gone, and Big Root was a long time coming. He really was effectively and totally stuck.

Well, Jack reminded himself, not _totally_. He was, after all, an immortal with centuries to burn. The idea of spending another three hundred years alone - let alone one thousand - left a bitter taste in his mouth, but if he had endured it once he could do it again.

'_And besides,_' he told himself as he once again crossed over the Atlantic Ocean, '_I'm not alone this time_.'

Baby Tooth crooned inside his hood. _Love_ and _hope_ and _togetherness_ poured into his mind and he smiled and felt all of those things back. Then he flung himself into the Wind where he - where _they _- belonged, because what else did he have to do? Their voices echoed in the air as they flew, whirled, danced in the sky. Jack dove towards the ocean surface where waves were rising higher and higher and he froze them mid-swell, skating through the tunnels he had created and whooping and hollaring as they shattered into millions of sparkling shards of ice.

Eventually, however, exhaustion took hold of the pair. Jack bid the Wind carry them towards Berk because... why not? He really had nowhere else to go. Burgess was not yet Burgess, and there was no Santoff Claussen or Big Root to retreat to.

The sun was just rising over the small island community when Jack arrived. There were a few people up and about, but none of them thought to look up, and briefly Jack wondered if that would have mattered. The Wind carried Jack away from the village, over the rocky cliffs towards the forest that dominated the Northern half of the island.

Though the island and the village shared a name, the town of Berk actually made up a very tiny portion of the island, its people having built their homes on the flattest land they could find, which meant on the gentlest slopes, and propping their homes up on stilts where the ground proved too steep for them. The rest of the island was covered with dense forests and rivers and at its highest point the island's peaks were crusted with snow and draped with fluffy white clouds.

Most of the forests were fir, providing little in the way of a comfortable spot to rest, but then Jack spied a steep depression in the Earth at the bottom of which lay a small, crystal clear pond not unlike the one Jack had been born from.

A smile blossomed on the spirit's face as he dropped down in the center of the clearing, taking in the scenery with an approving eye. The rock that surrounded the clearing was too steep to climb, though above the pond Jack thought he could see a split in the stone that someone small might have been able to squeeze through. Thick, tangled tree roots jutted from the cliff edge and protruded from the walls, stopping a good seven feet from the ground. Two large, moss-grown tree trunks sat, half-submerged in the pond and half-lying on the beach. Beneath his bare feet the ground was dressed in soft, vibrant grass that stretched everywhere except for the very edge of the pond, where the stalks thinned out and gave way to smooth sand.

As for the pond itself...

The surface of the water rippled and froze as Jack stepped onto it, ferns of frost swirling from underneath his feet until the entire pond had been transformed into a swirling mirror of ice. With a wave of his staff Jack had a picturesque flurry of snow falling over the clearing, and only the clearing.

"What do you think, Baby Tooth?" he asked as the snow began to pile up, burying the grass and frosting the hard boulders that littered the ground. "Think we could call this place home for a little while?"

((It's beautiful, Love,)) the frost fairy chirped as she admired the picturesque scene Jack had created. With a satisfied sigh, Jack sat himself down against one of the fallen trees, letting the snow fall over him like a blanket. His eyes slipped closed as he felt _contentment-peace-Love-togetherness_ radiate in waves from Baby Tooth's tiny body, and the pair fell into a sound sleep.

* * *

><p>It was around midday when the two frost-creatures awoke, the pale sunlight beaming down on them but not warming them in the slightest. Snowflakes scattered from Jack's lashes as he peeled his eyes open blearily. He had to snap his eyes shut again for a moment due to the blinding whiteness around him. When he could open them, Jack found that while the snowfall had stopped, the blanket he had left had remained. In fact, swirls of frost had worked their ways up the cliff face surrounding the clearing on all sides and even over the tree roots, and icicles were dangling from the tree branches high above. Baby Tooth climbed from Jack's hood, chirping in delight as she saw the way the snow and ice glittered in the sunlight.<p>

((We should make a house!)) she suggested as she took to the air. Jack stood, brushing excess snow from his shoulders and from his hair as she continued. ((A little cottage made of ice, sort of like an igloo. We could make windows out of ice and have a spiraling staircase and a balcony and we can make big arches for doors-))

"In what definition of the word is that a cottage?" Jack asked, corners of his mouth twitching in amusement.

Not one to be discouraged, Baby Tooth continued to chatter on about how they could build their house, her plans quickly becoming more and more elaborate, tinkling words rushing together and _elation_ punctuating each sentence. Jack twirled his staff in his hand as he listened to his companion ramble.

"I don't know," he interrupted at one point. "I kind of like sleeping out doors."

Baby Tooth said nothing, but Jack could feel _disappointment_ rolling off of her in waves.

"But-" The silver feather atop her head perked up. "We could make you something. Like a fairy house, on top of the ice."

Instantly Baby Tooth was pressed against his cheek, tiny arms holding him in a vague echo of a hug as she nuzzled his cheek and cried _happiness-gratitude-joy-Love _out at him.

"But first, what do you say we explore a bit?" Already he was bouncing on the balls of his heels, twirling his staff in his grip and staring up at the sky. "I mean, a new century to experience, a new island to explore. I wonder what kind of trouble we could get up to?"

Baby Tooth's wings vibrated as she considered, weighing her desire to build her fantasy home against the excitement of a potential adventure. Eventually the promise of adventure won out. She returned to her seat inside his hood and Jack flung himself into the air, rising from his new domain with a jubilant laugh.

* * *

><p>Berk looked far different by daylight than it had by night. Now Jack could properly see the vibrantly painted dragon figureheads carved into their buildings, into the ships, and decorating their plaza. Many of the creatures, - some of them bird-like, some more reptilian, others resembling bats or cats or dogs - hung around the village, basking in the weak sun atop the roofs or following the adults about as they did their chores or playing with the children as they ran about underfoot. For a moment Jack contemplated dropping down in the middle of the village, but he hastily decided against it, not wanting to run the chance of terrifying the poor villagers if they <em>could <em>see him.

But maybe he would have some fun at their expense later.

For now, he wanted to get a sense of the place. Jack lowered himself, though not to the village plaza. Higher than even the chief's hut was a spire of rock in which the people of Berk had carved a massive set of doors, the stone decorated with depictions of viking warriors going off ot battle. Two massive statues of battle-hardened warriors with draconic features flanked the doors, one with its mouth open in a ferocious snarl and sword held under its chin and the other with its blade held between its dagger-like teeth. Jack perched atop one of these statues, high above where people typically cast their eyes, and watched as the men and women below went about their daily routines.

He watched as a burly man with a braided red beard hollered and bellowed at the people, he watched as a strange blonde man with one hook hand and one peg leg went about fixing dragon teeth (and wouldn't Toothiana just be thrilled to hear about _that_), and he watched as the children of Berk ran through the slushy snow as they played with their draconic friends, teaching the fire-breathing reptiles how to make snow-forts and and how to launch aerial snowball assaults.

"I think I could get to like this place," Jack admitted to Baby Tooth. "It's pretty cool."

((_Stranger?_))

Jack and Baby Tooth's heads snapped up simultaneously, and they found a violet-scaled parrot-like dragon staring down at them.

((_Caution-wingless-stranger-caution-you-no-nest-here-stranger-you-good?-yes?_))

Baby Tooth glared at the dragon from Jack's shoulder, emanating _anxiety-protectiveness-fear-curiosity, _while her larger-self just laughed. The line of questioning brought to mind the black-scaled dragon from the previous night.

"Hi there. I'm Jack." Without even thinking about it Jack placed his hand on the dragon's beak-like snout. "Nice to meet you."

The dragon purred, leaning into his touch. ((_Stranger-Icicle-gentle-good-Icicle-good._))

Icicle. Strange; Toothless had called him that too. Jack wondered if his name did not translate into whatever language the dragons spoke and if so why the dragons latched onto the word 'Icicle' as a substitute. Maybe he should ask Toothless the next time he saw him.

"Thanks," he said, giving the dragon a light scratch. "I like you too."

Now that he thought about it, Jack had not seen Toothless among any of the dragons in the village. Hiccup was nowhere to be seen either. Jack was unsure of the other teens - he did not remember their appearances very clearly - but if he were to venture a guess he would say that they were probably not in the village either. Very suddenly he remembered his promise to meet them, and he began to wonder if they were out looking for him.

"What do you think Baby Tooth?" he asked, rising to his feet. "Should we go looking for them?"

((What for?)) Baby Tooth growled. Evidently she had not forgiven Hiccup for insulting her other half.

"Well, you could always get another look at Hiccup's goofy teeth."

Baby Tooth pondered this. ((Let's go.))

Waving a goodbye to the violet dragon, Jack leaped from the statue. If anyone in the village below noticed him all they would have seen was a blur of blue and white.

Though Jack had no idea where to look for Hiccup, the Wind was ever on his side, even in this age where he did not belong. She knew Berk and its people as Jack did not and when he asked her to carry him to Hiccup she snatched him from the roof and carried him outside of Berk, to the Dragon Training Academy.

He touched down silently on the chain-link net that covered the bowl-shaped arena, balancing precariously on the thin metal rods.

"Um, well, she's a guy."

Jack's face lit up as his eyes landed on Hiccup. He was standing in the center of the ring amongst a group of teens, three of them boys and the other two girls. Jack leaned down, careful not to alert any of them of his presence just yet. Already he could feel his heart thrumming in his chest; these people could _see _him. He was about to be introduced to a group of teens _his _age (well, he amended, his physical age) and he wanted to make a good entrance.

"And, uh, we met him yesterday. When he fell out of the sky."

Hiccup looked nervous, which Jack had come to expect from the lanky teen. Even more so, he supposed, due to the nature of what had happened the previous day. Except for the blonde girl standing at his side, all of the teens looked stunned, frightened even. Anxiety pooled in the pit of his stomach; maybe this was not such a good idea after all.

"Are you out of your _mind_!?"

Jack flinched, smile falling. Yup, definitely a bad idea.

"Calm down, Snotlout," the blonde girl with the headband and the skull-shaped ornaments on her pauldrons growled. The dark-haired boy with the large muscles - Snotlout, she had called him - only became more frantic.

"Calm down!? How can I be calm when Hiccup invited a freaking _giant_ to basically come eat us!?"

"He's not a giant," Hiccup deadpanned. "He's, like, three inches taller than me."

"You saw him up close, Hiccup?" The speaker this time was the fat viking with the large, round head and the tiny helmet. He seemed less upset than Snotlout, but even so Jack was not reassured by his demeanor. Baby Tooth openly growled at him and at Snotlout both. "And you talked to him and everything? Did he say who he was? Did he say _what_ he was?"

Jack's eyes narrowed and Baby Tooth fumed, _anger-hate-resentment_ hanging over her like a cloud. He should have known better. The people down below were far too close to becoming adults; they could not just accept what was different or strange, they had to fear it or study it or otherwise demean it. Jack stood, ready to disappear again when...

"He's a teenager, like the rest of us," Hiccup insisted, and then, a bit sheepishly, "He can just... fly and make snow and ice out of nothing. But other than that he's completely normal."

Jack stared at Hiccup, expression softening.

"Look," the blonde girl said, grabbing Jack's attention. "Hiccup's already invited him to come see us train dragons. The least we can do is try to make a good impression. Right Stormfly?"

Behind her the colorful, parrot-like dragon squawked. She alone noticed Jack perched atop the metal cage, and when he waved at her a bit sheepishly she flapped her wings as though to wave back.

"See?" Astrid said. "Stormfly's on board."

"Look," Hiccup said, clapping his hands together, "He didn't come here because he wanted to. He's lost, and I thought that we could at least make him feel welcome until he figures out how to get back home. He's not here to eat or hurt or kill anyone. He actually saved our dragons last night."

"Saved them?" Fishlegs echoed. "How? I thought Mildew slipped on some ice... He made the ice."

"He also pegged Mildew with snowballs," Astrid affirmed. "And woke up the chief. If it weren't for Jack, our parents' boots would have been stolen and our dragons would be the ones being punished, not Mildew."

Jack could not help the swell of pride he felt as they talked of his deeds. It was about time someone noticed the good work he did!

Then the male twin opened his mouth and ruined his good mood.

"Jack? That's a dumb name."

"Yeah, who the heck is Jack?" the female twin sniggered.

"That's his name," Hiccup replied. "Jack Frost."

'_All right, that's it,_' Jack thought, temperature dropping with his mood. Down below Snotlout was glaring openly at Hiccup, and since he was the one who had pissed Jack off the most, Jack was going to start with him. Baby Tooth snickered, retreating into his hood as Jack slowly lowered himself from the net.

"Well you know what?" the brawny teen groused, unaware of Jack's presence. "You all can get buddy-buddy with him. Hookfang and I, on the other hand, will be getting as far away from freaky ice guys as possible."

It was to Jack's great amusement that the rust-colored dragon, Hookfang, did not seem to be on board with his rider's wishes. The dragon was the first besides Stormfly to notice his movement, and when Jack raised a finger to his lips the dragon he tucked his head under his wing and proceeded to ignore Jack.

"Hope you all have fun getting..."

Jack landed right behind Snotlout.

"Eat..."

He smirked at the other teens, giving them a friendly wave for good measure.

"-en..." Snotlout trailed off slowly, dread creeping up his throat as he realized that each of the other riders and their dragons were staring at him, their eyes wide; Fishlegs's with wonder, the twins' with shock, and Hiccup's and Astrid's with something akin to horror. "Why're you all looking at me like that?"

Standing on his tiptoes, Jack leaned forward and blew icy breath into Snotlout's ear. Snotlout shrieked, a high-pitched girlish sound, and leapt twenty feet into the air. Jack burst out laughing as the brute landed in a heap on the ground, scrabbling at his ear and head whipping around fearfully. It was only when he flipped himself onto his stomach and got a good look behind him that Snotlout saw Jack, and when he did he was scrambling again, trying to put as much distance between himself and Jack.

"You know," the white-haired teen said as his laughter died down, "I always thought vikings were supposed to be tough."

For a moment a heavy silence fell over the arena, twelve pairs of eyes fixed on Jack. Then Hiccup broke the silence with a nervous cough, walking up to Jack and putting a hand on his shoulder. A small jolt took the spirit's body, but this time Jack did not pull away from Hiccup's touch.

"Uh, Jack, these are my friends. Snotlout, Fishlegs, Tuffnut and Ruffnut, and Astrid." He gestured to each of them in turn, and when Astrid heard her name she had come to herself enough to wave at Jack. "Guys, this is-"

"Jack Frost," the spirit cut him off. "Spirit of Winter, bringer of snowballs and fun times, but if that's too hard to remember you can stick with 'freaky ice guy'."

Hiccup resisted the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose; this whole thing was one huge shipwreck. He noted the way Jack held himself - head slightly tilted, body turned slightly to the side, carefully composed smirk on his lips - and realized that he had already blown his chance to make a good first impression and now Jack was probably going to fly off forever and never come within ten leagues of Berk again.

"Dude..." Tuffnut drawled. "Were you really the one messing with Mildew last night?"

Jack gave them a mock bow. "Guilty as charged!"

Identical wide grins split the twins' faces in half and they cried out in unison, "AWESOME!"

Hiccup blinked a bit stupidly.

"So how does this snow and ice thing work?"

"Are you a god?"

"Are you single?"

The last question was posed by Ruffnut who, along with Fishlegs and Tuffnut, begun to crowd uncomfortably close to Jack. The spirit blinked, smirk faltering as he took a step back.

"Hey guys, back up a little..." Hiccup tried to place himself between Jack and the other teens, but to no avail. Astrid, fortunately, took charge of the situation.

"Hey guys, back off!" she snapped. Instantly Fishlegs and the Tuffnut leaped back to do as she said, but she had to grab Ruffnut by the horns of her helmet and yank her away from Jack, who appeared to sufficiently put off by the sudden change of opinion. She cowed them with a withering glare before turning to Jack and smiling amiably. "Sorry about these idiots. They don't know when to shut up. Let me start over; thank you for saving our dragons."

"Uh, sure." A slow, silly smile began to form on Jack's face and he twirled the staff in his hand. "Yeah, no problem."

Sensing her rider's approval, Stormfly stalked closer to Jack, large head cocking this way and that. Jack noted that her eyes were on either side of her head, so she had to turn her head in order to look at him.

((_You-Icicle-good-Without-Teeth-say-good-you-good._))

From that Jack gathered that Toothless had told the other dragons about him.

((_Me-Flies-in-Storm-me-winged-half-Astrid-me-hers-she-mine._))

"Nice to meet you, Stormfly," Jack said, placing his hand on the dragon's muzzle. Astrid stared at him, wide-eyed.

"Wow," she breathed, placing a hand on Stormfly's flank. "She normally doesn't let strangers touch her that quickly.

"Yeah, well _I'm _charming," Jack teased. He missed how Astrid tossed Hiccup a questioning look, and how Hiccup merely offered her a shrug in response.

Emboldened by Stormfly's approach, each of the other dragons stood, nearing Jack cautiously. Barf-and-Belch was at his side first, both heads sniffing curiously at him at once. Then Meatlug was staring up at him with huge, pleading eyes, also looking for pets. Even Hookfang lifted his head from underneath his wing and went to Jack's side, ignoring his rider's calls of 'traitor'.

Strangely, Jack did not seem to mind their crowding nearly as much as he did their owners'.

A certain someone, however, did not share his good mood.

The dragons started suddenly when a shill tweeting filled the air. Baby Tooth flew from Jack's hood, wings humming furiously as she told the curious dragons off.

((Back! Back, you brutes! Leave Jackie alone!)) she shrilled as she fluttered between Jack and the dragons. She screamed out _protect-worry-Love-guard _while her larger half watched, bemused, as she flitted back and forth, warding off the reptiles as they tried to come closer.

"What _is_ that?" Fishlegs breathed as he stared at the frost fairy, fingers twitching to jot down notes though he had neither a charcoal stick nor a notebook with which to do so. Baby Tooth's little beak twitched in his direction, and when she saw him she began to gesture wildly with her pea-sized hands, squeaking out a long string of words that Jack did not know she knew.

"She's so cute!" Astrid said, drawing bewildered stares from the rest of the group. Fortunately for them she was too enthralled by the fairy to notice.

"Her name is Baby Tooth," Jack explained as his fairy's tirade came to an end and she instead turned to lock eyes with Astrid. "She's my best friend."

Astrid smiled and held out her hand to Baby Tooth, crooking her finger to make a fitting perch. "Hello Baby Tooth." The fairy seemed to consider her for a moment, and then she perched on the viking girl's finger, twittering happily.

"She likes you," Jack translated, oblivious to the stares he and Astrid were garnering from all save Hiccup.

"Of course she does," he murmured to himself. Nobody noticed with the exception of Toothless, but instead of comforting his rider the dragon's throat undulated and he let out a mocking _goff goff goff_. "Way to have my back, bud."

"This is incredible," Fishlegs said as he approached Baby Tooth, still perched on Astrid's finger. "It's like nothing I've ever seen before. It doesn't resemble any known species of dragon, it's body vaguely humanoid-"

Baby Tooth whirled on her perch, shooting Fishlegs a nasty glare. ((Oh yeah? Well you know what you resemble you blubber-head? A great, heaping pile of yeti sh-))

"She's a _she_," Jack interrupted, preventing the never ending stream of cursing he knew was ready to pour from his companion's lips. "Not an it. Also, she's a fairy, not a dragon."

"Does she grant wishes?" Ruffnut asked.

"She's not that kind of fairy."

"Well then what good is she?" Tuffnut growled. Taking offense, Baby Tooth zipped from Astrid's hand, jabbing her beak into the space between his eyes. Tuffnut had barely gotten out a yelp of pain when she shot a blast of frigid air in his face, taking the startled teen off of his feet and coating his hair and eyebrows with a thin layer of frost. Everyone stared, wide-eyed, as Tuff lay on the ground dazed. Then his lips moved. "That. Was. AWESOME!"

"My turn! Do me!" Ruffnut cried.

Bewildered, Jack and Baby Tooth could only stare at the two of them.

"Ooookay then." Hiccup stepped between Jack and the twins. "Sorry about that. They were raised by wild boars, and when the boars couldn't put up with them anymore they dumped them on us."

Astrid punched Hiccup in the arm none too gently, but Hiccup's joke had earned a laugh from Jack, so he considered it worthwhile. It was amazing, Hiccup thought, how quickly this disaster had been turned around. Of course, no one had forgotten what Jack was, but he seemed to be assimilating into their group rather easily, the twins no doubt already thinking of ways to rope Jack into their mischievous games. Hiccup was not sure that Jack would not go along with them willingly.

"Hey, why don't we all go flying together?" Fishlegs suggested. To Jack he explained, "We have this course that we normally do together, and sometimes we even do a best trick competition. I'd love to record your time and compare your speed to the dragons-"

"Are you guys freaking serious!?"

Hiccup winced. Ooh, right. He had forgotten about Snotlout. Collectively the teens and the dragons turned to face Snotlout, whose face was pale and jaw was locked into what he hoped was a menacing scowl.

"We still don't know what that guy is, and now you wanna be his best friend!?"

Astrid's hands balled into fists. "Snotlout-" she started, only to be interrupted by Jack.

"No, no, the young lady is right."

The twins burst out into hysterical laughter as Snotlout's face turned beet red.

"Hey! I'm not a girl!"

Jack cocked an eyebrow. "Really? My bad. I couldn't tell you were a guy, you know, from the way you _screamed_."

Somehow the twins' laughter became even louder, and even Fishlegs was giggling through his fingers.

"Okay, let's all just calm down..." Hiccup said, attempting to calm his cousin. He stepped protectively in front of Jack, holding his hands up to Snotlout as he might to a wild dragon. "Snotlout, there's no reason to be scared."

Immediately Hiccup knew that had been the wrong thing to say.

"I'm not scared!" Snotlout protested, pride smarting. "Out of my way, Useless," he snapped as he shoved his much smaller cousin aside. Hiccup staggered, but was caught by Toothless who pressed his head against his rider's back to help him regain his balance before growling at Snotlout.

((_Worry-Hiccup-protect-Hiccup-Love-worry-bad-Snotlout-bad-bad._))

Hiccup placed his hand on Toothless's muzzle, calming him, though the nightfury's eyes remained fixed on Snotlout in an open glare.

Snotlout had not noticed the dragon's protectiveness, however. He was nose-to-nose with Jack now, leaning down in a vain attempt to cow the other teen into backing down. Baby Tooth was trembling with fury, but Jack appeared altogether indifferent to the brutish display. His lips were still tilted in a slight smirk and his free hand, the one not holding the staff, was resting on his hip.

"Now you listen here," Snotlout growled. "I don't like you and you don't belong here."

Jack rolled his eyes. "Oh no. I don't have the approval of this one arrogant jerk. I no longer have a reason to live."

When Hookfang lowered his head, a loud _goff goff goff_ bursting from his throat, Snotlout seemed to lose it. With an unintelligible cry he threw himself at Jack, swinging his fists wildly. Jack reacted before anyone else could, leaping straight up and landing on one foot atop Snotlout's helmet. The viking teen staggered a bit, and when Jack pushed off, leaping over his back, his balance was upset and he went sprawling face first into a pile of snow.

Jack laughed as he landed gracefully a few feet away, twirling his staff over his shoulders. "Hey, that was kinda fun. Best two out of three?"

Snotlout gurgled into his snow pile.

"Okay, so that's over with." Hiccup put his hand on Jack's shoulder, urging him towards the exit. "So, flying, yeah? Let's go do that."

Behind them Snotlout slowly staggered to his feet. He had hardly taken two steps, however, when there was a whistling _fwit fwit fwit_ and he was propelled backwards, pinned to the wall of the arena by the quills from Stormfly's tail, which had caught him by the tunic and trousers.

"Uh, guys?" he cried, pulling against the quills uselessly. "A little help here?"

"Is he going to be okay?" Jack asked as Astrid and Hiccup pushed him towards the exit.

"Unfortunately, yes," Astrid replied with a roll of her eyes.

The teens filed out of the arena, their dragons close behind them. Only Hookfang stayed behind with Snotlout, though the dragon continued to fix his rider with an exasperated look as he struggled to free himself.

* * *

><p><em>Freedom-joy-togetherness-Wind-cold-good-Love-us-invincible-we-together.<em>

Baby Tooth's emotions echoed in Jack's mind and reverberated through his chest as they spun through the clouds, whooping and hollering. Behind him he could hear the roar of wings as they beat his beloved Wind in an attempt to cross the distance separating them, and ahead he could see a flash of red and black weaving its way through the clouds in front of him.

Not for long, though.

Jack accelerated forward, keeping himself just above Hiccup and Toothless as he quickly closed the distance. For a while he flew directly above the pair, snickering silently as they continued on, oblivious to him, and when he could no longer stand to wait he tapped on Hiccup's head, spilling fine shards of blue magic and yelling "Tag! You're it!" before rocketing ahead.

Affected by Jack's magic, of course Hiccup took the challenge.

Toothless's tail fin shifted and soon they were gaining once again on Jack. Hiccup leaned forward in the saddle, intent on getting at least the spirit's foot before he noticed them gaining, but Baby Tooth was keeping watch and she chirped in Jack's ear, warning him of his pursuers. Throwing a quick glance over his shoulder, Jack considered his odds of keeping ahead of the nightfury. Then he stopped, hanging suspended in the air. Hiccup and Toothless, unprepared, shot ahead of him and before they realized what had happened Jack had already flown off in the opposite direction.

"Hiccup's it, don't let him catch you!" Jack cried, spilling more sparkling flakes of blue magic in his wake as he passed by the other dragon riders. They caught on quickly and scattered, each of them flying in a different direction.

Toothless slingshotted through the sky, leaping above the cloud layer to hide and diving when he caught the vague outline of a zippleback through the fluff.

"You're it!" Hiccup cried as he tapped Ruffnut on the helmet. He was gone before she could retaliate, he and Toothless free falling towards the sea far below.

Ruffnut turned to her brother and punched him. "You're it!"

"No!" he growled, throwing her a punch back. "_You're _it!"

"You're it!"

"You're it!"

"No, _you're _it!"

"Guys!"

Both twins turned at once, fists still cocked, and found Jack perched on Barf-and-Belch's back, a dry expression on his face and his hand outstretched to them. Both twins tapped his hand at once.

"No tag-backs, okay?"

He was gone from their dragon's back before they could respond.

Astrid and Stormfly kept just above the churning waves, using the light cast onto the water to see whether or not someone was approaching from above. So when they saw the flash of white flit across the surface they swerved just in time to avoid being tagged by Jack.

"Whoa!" Jack cried as he missed his mark, nearly plummeting into the sea. His feet had only just brushed the waves when the churning water transformed into sweeping walls of ice which he skated along just as quickly as he had ridden the Wind. Astrid stared in awe before she was laughing and racing ahead, still avoiding his outstretched fingers.

Stormfly tilted her wings and shot straight up into the sky, squawking madly as she did and nearly colliding with Meatlug. Jack followed after her, slapping Fishlegs's shoulder as he sped past the gronkle-pair.

"Tag! Bye!"

"Oh!" Fishlegs narrowed his eyes in concentration, face puffing up as he directed Meatlug to fly towards the nearest dragon rider. His whole body shook as Meatlug's tiny wings buzzed, propelling them towards the twins.

"Barf!"

"Belch!"

"Go down!"

"Go right!"

The twins' conflicting instructions confused the poor dragon and he went into a spiral towards the ocean. Fishlegs and Meatlug hovered in place and as the quartet plummeted through the air Fishlegs simply held out his hand, tapping one of the twins - he was unsure of which - as they fell.

"You're it!"

"You're it!"

"No, _you're_ it!"

"Guys!" Jack interrupted. "No tag-backs, remember?"

There was a pregnant pause before the twins replied in unison: "Oh yeeeeeeaahhhh."

Barf-and-Belch righted himself in the air, angling his wings and gaining elevation without the help of either of his chaotic riders. The twins caught sight of Jack, who was hanging in the air just above them. He gave them a cheeky grin before spinning in the air and speeding off, and unable to resist the challenge they gave chase.

"Astrid! Look alive!" the Winter spirit cried as he spiraled past her. Astrid threw a glance over her shoulder and, seeing the twins gaining, pressed her body closer to Stormfly's.

"Up, Stormfly! Go, go, go!"

Stormfly squawked and tilted her wings, turning at close to a ninety-degree angle as she shot straight up into the sky. The twins swept around at a much wider arc as they attempted to follow, putting more distance between them and their new target. Stormfly's wings cut the clouds as they disappeared into them and they made another sharp turn, attempting to shake off their pursuers. At this point Astrid was beginning to lose track of which way was up and which way was down, but she was too elated to care.

The zippleback and the deadly nadder whirled around each other in the clouds, their wings slicing the clouds and leaving streaks of fluff in their wake. Astrid laughed as she and Stormfly easily outmaneuvered the twins' clumsy attempts to tag her until she notice a greenish pallor to the clouds.

"Light it up, Belch!"

Astrid had time to do nothing but shield her eyes as Barf's gas combusted. The flames did not touch her, but as she felt a hand on the side of her head and heard an obnoxious voice calling "You're it!" she realized that had not been the point.

"C'mon Stormfly!" the viking girl cried as the pair dove back down through the clouds.

Below Astrid caught sight of the massive black shadow that was Toothless in flight. Smirking, she and Stormfly descended. Having learned from the first time, however, Hiccup was prepared for the aerial attack. Toothless's head-fins twitched as he caught the sound of Stormfly's wings beating in the air and as she came closer he tilted his wings to the side, swerving just out of Astrid's reach.

"C'mon Astrid! I'm starting to think you're slowing down!" Hiccup teased over his shoulder. Astrid responded with a glare and she and Stormfly accelerated forward. "Whoops." Hiccup patted Toothless's head, leaning so he could talk into his best friend's ear. "Well, that got her attention."

Toothless tucked his wings close to his body, dropping towards the ocean and then snapping up right before they hit the waves. At this point they were hardly even paying attention to whether or not they were being followed; a pod of thunderdrums rose to break the surface just underneath them and as one great wing cut the waves Hiccup flipped Toothless's tailfin for just a moment. He and the dragon spun underneath the thunderdrum's wing, and just above them Astrid and Stormfly were forced to pull up before they could collide with the wild dragon.

"Hey, no fair!" she cried, though her tone was playful. Hiccup threw her a smirk over his shoulder which she returned before leaning forward in her saddle and urging Stormfly onward.

The nightfury lived up to his reputation, however, as one of the fastest species of dragons. The water beneath them broke as they pierced the air, kicking up a spray of sea foam in their wake. Stormfly and Astrid dogged Toothless and Hiccup for several minutes, but the nightfury-pair always kept ahead, adding acrobatic loops and whirls to their flight in show and intentionally staying just out of reach, to Astrid's never ending frustration. Behind her Astrid could hear the other dragon riders cheering her on. It occurred to her that she could easily catch one of the others, but her competitive nature prevented her from giving up on Hiccup to go after one of the easier targets.

All of the sudden a blur of blue and white raced by her. Stormfly's wings shot out, catching the air and slowing down before they could crash into Jack, but he flew on ahead as though he had not even noticed. The shepherd's crook in his hand was alight, blue magic spiraling down its length from his fingertips. Before anyone realized what was happening Jack fired a bolt of blue light ahead of Hiccup and Toothless which transformed into a burst of powdery flakes. Visibility impaired, the two of them slowed as Hiccup tried to swipe the snow from his eyes. Toothless's lips parted and his tongue flapped in the air, catching the snowflakes that blew into his face.

Musical laughter rang out; Hiccup opened his eyes to see Jack flying right next to him. The spirit gave him a cheeky wave before rocketing ahead and before he could process what had happened Astrid had overtaken him on Stormfly, swatting the back of his head as she passed and shouting "Gotcha!"

"Okay, and how is _that _fair!?"

The two teens in front of him laughed and clapped their hands together in a high-five.

"Okay bud," Hiccup said just loud enough to be heard over the wind as he patted the side of Toothless's head. "Let's give 'em a taste of their own medicine."

Toothless's mouth shot open and he fired a violet plasma bolt straight ahead. The ball of flame flew in between Jack and Astrid - who faltered in surprise - and exploded in the air before them. The resulting flash of light and smoke stunned them only momentarily, allowing Toothless to gain significant ground, and when they started moving again it was in opposite directions, Astrid and Stormfly turning sharply to the right while Jack swerved to the left. The prosthetic clicked as Hiccup shifted it in the stirrup, steering his dragon left after Jack.

((He's right behind you!)) Baby Tooth chirped into Jack's ear. Casting his ice-blue eyes over his shoulder, Jack saw Toothless's silhouette growing larger and larger against the clouds as the distance between them slowly disappeared.

"Not for long he isn't," Jack boasted, turning his gaze ahead. His eyes swept across the horizon until they landed on several dark shapes in the distance rising from the waves. Throwing Hiccup a cheeky look, he shouted, "C'mon kiddo! Just try to keep up!" Then he twisted in the air, the Wind carrying him towards the crooked spires of rock in the distance.

"Let's go Toothless!" Hiccup leaned forward in the saddle as he urged his partner forward. Jack grew larger and larger as the distance seperating them rapidly shrank, and Hiccup raised his body from the saddle, arm outstretched as he reached for the mischievous spirit, fingertips mere inches away from brushing the spirit's foot.

Suddenly Jack snapped to the side and Hiccup's eyes grew wide as he saw the jagged sea-stack jutting up from the waves ahead of him.

"Whoah!"

The scrawny viking yanked on Toothless's saddle and the nightfury shot straight up into the air, claws scraping over the stone they had avoided by a hair's breath. As they flew over the towering structure Hiccup once again caught sight of Jack who was hanging suspended in the air just ahead of them and giving the pair a hearty wave. Jack laughed before spinning and flying into the maze of sea-stacks, weaving fluidly around the rigid spires. Hiccup huffed and flipped Toothless's tail fin and the chase was on.

The trio swerved and spun through and around the forest of rising stone, sometimes only catching fleeting glimpses of one another as their game of tag transformed into a race. At one point Toothless and Jack were close enough that the spirit decided to just perch atop the nightfury's back. Hiccup threw a glance over his shoulder as they flew onward, beaming at the spirit, and then directed Toothless towards one of the spires. The dragon swerved around the thick base, spiraling up the length as Jack ran the tip of his staff over the surface, leaving a sparkling trail of ice in their wake.

Both boys whooped as they flew straight up into the clouds, out of sight of the rest of the riders below. Toothless's body sent a spray of fluffy white clouds in every direction as they broke the layer and Jack leaped from his back with a grin, flying in wide loops around the nightfury-pair and leaving wisps of snow-filled air in his wake. Hiccup laughed as he and Toothless spiraled through the wintery tunnel Jack had created mid-air. Suddenly Toothless's wings shot out, scattering the snow in every direction and he swerved in between clouds as though they were an obstacle course.

By now the sun was beginning to set, painting the clouds with the color of dusk. Hiccup and Jack trailed side-by-side over the pink and orange clouds, Jack riding his staff like a snowboard and Hiccup leaning up in Toothless's saddle so he could feel the wind flowing between his body and the dragon's as they flew. The two boys exchanged glances and laughed, their hearts pounding in exhilaration. Even Baby Tooth was beaming, having forgotten, for the moment, that she did not like Hiccup.

Unable to contain his excitement, Toothless shot out a plasma bolt. Jack chuckled and swerved up while Hiccup's smile fell and his shoulders sagged.

"Aw, not again..."

* * *

><p>"You know," Jack teased, throwing a glance at the brunette, "That's a good look for you."<p>

"Oh, shut up."

The sun was now slipping past the horizon and the five dragon riders plus Jack had returned to Berk's northern shore, lounging on the grass as their dragons caught their breath and basked in the waning light. Hiccup's hair stuck straight back and soot coated his face and his clothes. At a certain point Hiccup had expected one of the others to stop laughing long enough to ask if he was all right, but nobody did. Even Astrid was snickering at him.

"I can't remember the last time I had that much fun," Astrid admitted. At the moment she was leaning against Stormfly's side, stroking her tired dragon's back as Stormfly cooed in pleasure. "When was the last time we just played around like that?"

"Ruff and I tipped some yaks this morning," Tuffnut replied. He was leaning against Barf-and-Belch, arms folded across his stomach and foot bouncing rhythmically. Ruffnut sat beside him, her pose mirroring her brother's. "Does that count?"

With a roll of her eyes and an annoyed huff, Astrid replied, "No, of course it doesn- Wait, you were with us this morning fixing Mildew's roof. When did you have time to go yak-tipping?"

The twins exchanged looks and deigned not to volunteer that information.

"I just wish I had brought my notes," Fishlegs said without looking up from Meatlug's knobbly toes, which he was massaging dutifully. "It looks like Jack's speed is comparable to Toothless's. I'd love to see them racing at top speed."

Jack hummed, not opening his eyes. He lay on his back with his arms folded behind his head as Baby Tooth lounged on his chest, the shepherd's crook lying just within arm's reach. "I don't really think I have a set speed limit," he admitted. "It depends on the Wind; I can go as fast as she can."

Nobody questioned Jack's form of address for the Wind.

"It's getting pretty late," Hiccup pointed out as he pushed himself to his feet. Toothless mirrored his partner, hopping up and flicking his tail eagerly as Toothless placed one foot in the stirrup. "We should get back before it gets dark."

The twins groaned, but climbed into Barf-and-Belch's saddles, Astrid and Fishlegs following suit. Only Jack remained where he was.

"G'night!" he called, still not opening his eyes. Astrid stared at him in confusion.

"You're staying out here?" she asked, Stormfly repeating the question in dragonish.

"Yeah, I'm good," the spirit replied. "I found a place to crash in the woods."

"In the..." Astrid trailed off, staring at Jack incredulously. "Why don't you come with us? I have an extra room in my house, if you need a place to stay."

Finally Jack's eyelids parted, though he still made no move to stand. Tilting his head back, he locked eyes with Astrid and offered her a glassy smile. "Nah, it's fine. I'm used to sleeping outside."

Before Astrid could open her mouth to retort that being used to something did not necessarily make it okay, Hiccup cut her off.

"Actually, maybe it's for the best. Could you imagine how our parents would react? 'Hi Dad, this is Jack. He's an immortal ice spirit from another world who got stuck in ours for an indefinite amount of time. Do you mind if he bunks with us for a bit?' My dad would tie me to a mast before I could blink."

Jack sniggered. "I'd pay to see that."

"But, there are wild dragons in the woods," Fishlegs pointed out. "And not just dragons; bears, wolves, boars, poisonous plants..."

"Hey, relax," Jack said as he finally moved to grab his staff. The Wind pulled him to his feet, Baby Tooth taking to the air next to him as he continued. "I'm over three-hundred years old. Believe me, I can take care of myself."

Nobody could formulate a proper response to that.

Well, nobody aside from Ruffnut who sighed dreamily and said, "You look good for your age."

Laughing, Jack twirled his staff in his hands and assured the teens, "So it's all right, all right? Don't worry about me."

Neither Astrid nor Fishlegs looked particularly reassured. Neither was Hiccup, if the lanky teen were being perfectly honest with himself, but he did not think Jack would take well to having others try to pressure him into anything and he feared that the spirit would once again withdraw if they continued to do so. Perhaps someday Jack would trust them enough to sleep in their presence willingly, but like he had with Toothless, Hiccup knew that he would have to work for it.

So instead of joining Astrid in Fishlegs in their side of the argument, Hiccup offered Jack a sincere smile and said, "Hey, why don't you come back to the acadamy again tomorrow?"

Jack smiled, tilting his head. "Really?"

"Yeah." Rubbing his partner's head, Hiccup went on, "We had a lot of fun today, and I'm sure the dragons would enjoy having you visit."

"Absolutely," Astrid chimed in.

"You can visit me _anytime_," Ruffnut said, giving Jack a wink while her brother groaned. Jack blinked, smiling politely at the pair.

"Yeah... Yeah, I think I'd like that." Exchanging a look with Baby Tooth, he added, "We'll meet you at the academy tomorrow then?"

Hiccup nodded as Toothless's wings flared out. "Tomorrow."

And like that, the five dragon riders shot up into the sky, waving down at Jack and shouting their goodbyes. Jack waved back, keeping his eyes skyward until long after he had vanished. Baby Tooth's wings buzzed by his ear. She said nothing, but radiated _happiness_ and _awe _and _disbelief_ equaling Jack's.

For the time being, the pair forgot that they did not belong. These people wanted them to come back and visit them, wanted to talk and play with them, and wanted to make sure that they were safe, even if their intentions were misguided. It was not dissimilar to his relationship with the Guardians, save that this had not been borne out of necessity. Though Jack cared for the Guardians a great deal and knew they cared for him in turn, their relationship was still strained by the fact that the Guardians had ignored him up until the Moon told them that he was to be one of them, until it was decided that he was useful to them. No such barrier existed between him and the Riders of Berk.

The Guardians were still his family, but for the first time in his immortal life Jack had made friends.

* * *

><p>(Author's Note: So, the tag-scene was a lot of fun to write. Guess which song I was listening to when I wrote it? I'd like to point out that I am not trying to paint the Guardians in a bad light. The Guardians love Jack, genuinely, but I can't help but feel a little annoyed that they ignored him until the needed him. I wouldn't be surprised if Jack has had similar thoughts. The whole point of the game of tag was to help Jack and the Riders of Berk bond while staying in character. I also think that Hiccup and Jack would get along the best, not just because of my own bias towards the pairing, but because they both enjoy the freedom that flight brings in a way that no one else in their respective groups do. Yes, North and Toothiana and Sandman <em>can <em>fly, but I think that they're a bit like Astrid and Fishlegs and Snotlout and the twins in that their flight lacks the same spirit that Jack and Hiccup's flight possesses.

On another note, I'm a bit sad I haven't gotten at least a couple more reviews by now. I know that some folks have read my story. Hey, even if you don't think it's very good, just give me pointers! Tell me where my story's weak, or where my writing's weak, and tell me how I can improve it!)


	4. Chapter 4: Story Time

**Chapter 4: Story Time**

Jack Frost was waiting for the teens bright and early the next morning when they arrived at the dragon training academy, Baby Tooth perched on his shoulder. Each of the riders greeted him with a smile, their dragons with happy coos, and Snotlout with an apathetic shrug. Seeing that no one, not even his dragon, was going to support him in his dislike for the spirit, Snotlout had given up on attempting to bully Jack into leaving and remained at best indifferent to him.

They spent nearly the entirety of the day in the air, giving Fishlegs an opportunity to finally record Jack's speed. As he predicted, Jack's course time rivaled Toothless's; in the morning the Wind was relatively still and the spirit trailed behind the nightfury, but later in the afternoon when the Wind picked up Toothless was the one lagging behind Jack.

Hiccup showed Jack his drawings and inventions and Astrid showed off her axe-throwing technique. Ruffnut flirted with Jack incessantly much to Tuffnut's disgust and Jack's apparent bewilderment; the spirit quickly formed the habit of making sure at least one of the other teens stood between him and her at any given time. Fishlegs was extremely enthusiastic about showing Jack the Book of Dragons, going into detailed descriptions of each of the known species and describing the training exercises they had built around them. Jack, to the surprise of the other riders, appeared to be genuinely interested in in what they had learned, listening intently as the large viking prattled on and asking intelligent questions when he found the opportunity to do so.

Baby Tooth and Astrid became fast friends. Astrid enjoyed holding the frost-fairy in the palm of her hand and admiring her beautiful feathers and mismatched eyes, and Jack could feel Baby Tooth singing _joy-pride-comfort-friendship_ to Astrid as she did, though both knew Astrid was unable to hear the fairy's true voice.

Hiccup especially enjoyed watching Jack's interactions with the dragons. It amazed him how readily the spirit talked to the dragons as though they could understand him - and he was quite sure that they could, but he had not expected Jack to come to the same conclusion so quickly. He watched, an unconscious smile pulling at his lips, as Jack ran his fingers along the dragons' scales, as he used his staff to gently lift their wings and inspect their undersides, and as he held their claws in his hands with a wide grin on his face. Toothless and Jack quickly formed a close bond, both of them containing a playful energy that suited one another quite well.

Jack had been on Berk for three days when Hiccup managed to convince the spirit to show him where he had been sleeping. Leaving the other riders behind, the two teenagers made their way over the pine forest, flying past Raven Point towards a break in the treeline that Hiccup found very familiar.

"This is where I met Toothless," he told Jack, wonder apparent in his voice as he took in the icy wonderland the frost spirit had turned it into. "He was wounded and couldn't fly. He was stuck down here until I built his new tail-fin."

Hiccup was unaware that Toothless had already told Jack exactly who shot him down, but Jack decided not to volunteer this information until Hiccup felt comfortable sharing it himself.

Atop one of the large stones half-submerged in the frozen pond Jack and Baby Tooth had built a miniature palace of ice, its size perfectly suited to its sole occupant. Hiccup admired the way its crystal spires sparkled in the sunlight, and Toothless admired the way it held his tongue when he tried to lick it.

Both Hiccup and Jack were doubled over with laughter when Baby Tooth started chirping at Toothless furiously, the nightfury staring at the frost-fairy with huge, innocent eyes and his tongue still very much stuck.

"But where do you actually sleep?" Hiccup eventually found himself asking. However beautiful the cove appeared all covered in snow and frost as it was, Hiccup found nothing even remotely resembling a bed.

"Oh, just in the snow," Jack replied with a shrug. Hiccup perked an eyebrow.

"Really?"

"Yeah. When I get tired I just..." Jack trailed off, spreading his arms back and flopping back down into the white powder. It was amazing, Hiccup thought, how the boy was light enough to ride the wind but heavy enough to leave impressions in the snow.

'_Well_,' he corrected himself, casting his eyes about the cove and finding only one set of human tracks, those very clearly belonging to am amputee with a peg leg, '_When he wants to be_.'

Without moving from his spot, Jack swept his arms and legs back and forth in the snow. When he had brushed a sufficient amount of snow aside he very carefully pulled himself up, climbing out of the shallow depression and grabbing ahold of the staff he had dropped when he fell. As Hiccup had thought, now that he did not want to sink into the snow he simply did not, standing atop it as though it were solid ice. With the unbent end of the staff Jack drew a circle above the head of his snow-imprint, beaming at Hiccup as he did.

"Look! A snow angel!" he cried, flashing Hiccup another one of his bright grins. Hiccup wondered if he knew how flirtatious he looked when he did that.

The splintering of wood accompanied by the rustle of leaves snapped Hiccup out of his thoughts. Both boys watched, bemused, as Toothless dragged the broken-off end of a tree branch in his mouth, looping and whirling as he ran a child-like scrawl though the snow. When Toothless drew a line right through Jack's snow angel Hiccup feared the spirit might be upset, but Jack merely watched Toothless with a silly grin on his face, laughing when Toothless dropped the branch and stared at the boys with an expression that said 'praise me please?'

* * *

><p>The only sound in Hiccup's room was the faintly rhythmic scratching of his charcoal stick against the paper. Already Toothless was sound asleep, chest rising and falling gently in time with his inaudible breaths. The room was lit by dim candlelight, enough for Hiccup to see his journal page by but not enough to spill downstairs or annoy the sleeping nightfury. Humming thoughtfully to himself, Hiccup set his charcoal aside, gently rubbing out a line he disliked with his fingers before picking the stick back up and retracing the line the way he wanted it.<p>

In his drawing, black-and-yellow figures danced in the air, Toothless's wings outstretched and cutting the clouds around him with Hiccup leaning forward in his saddle as Jack and Baby Tooth hung in the air in front of them, Jack's face donning a warm smile.

Absorbed in his drawing as he was, Hiccup hardly noticed the creak of wood as a familiar, heavy set of feet ascended the stairs. When he heard the metallic clang of a helmet hitting the wooden ceiling followed by a gruff 'Doh!' his head snapped up, green eyes blinking in surprise as they took in the sight of Stoick hunching under the low wooden rafter that hung just above the top of the stairs.

"Hey Dad," Hiccup whispered, moving discretely to slide his drawing aside and out of view, though he did not know why he bothered; Stoick never so much as glanced at his drawings. "Something I can help you with?"

"No no, just... Came to talk." Stoick's eyes looked haunted, his countenance grim, and for a moment Hiccup thought maybe he was about to be punished. "Where have you and the other children been for the past few days? Have you been around the east side of the island?"

"What?" Hiccup blinked. "Uh, n-no, we've mostly been on the north side. Practicing aerial maneuvers and stuff like that. Why? Did something happen?"

Shaking his head, the chief took a seat on Hiccup's small bed, which protested under the weight, and explained, "There was a sighting of an unidentified ship anchored out of the harbor earlier today. It appeared to be manned by a small, armed crew, and they were obviously trying to avoid detection. I feared they may have been spying on you and your dragons."

Dread pooled in the pit of Hiccup's stomach. Someone had been spying on their island? Were they planning to attack Berk? Did they plan on hunting and killing the dragons?

Had they seen Jack?

"I want you to stay in the village for the next few days," Stoick continued, derailing Hiccup's train of thought. "I've already talked to the other parents; your friends will be getting the same message right about now."

"What!?" Hiccup leaped up from his seat, upsetting the wooden chair. The noisy clatter it made as it hit the ground woke Toothless, whose head shot up, head-fins alert and eyes wide until he realized the only people in the room besides himself were his rider and his rider's father. With an annoyed huff, the dragon settled his head back down, curling his tail around his body and tucking his wing over his head. Hiccup hardly noticed. "But Dad, w-we-!"

"No buts, Hiccup. We don't know who those people are, and not all of the other viking tribes are open to the idea of peace with the dragons. I'm doing what I can, getting word around as delicately as possible, but there are those who will see your trained dragons as a sign of aggression. They'll think we're training dragons to take their lands and retaliate."

"But we're _not_!" Hiccup protested, much to his father's exasperation.

"I _know_ that Hiccup, but _they_ don't, not yet. Just give it time, son. For the next few days, at least, you're grounded. As in... staying on the ground. And in the village. You and Toothless both."

Hiccup resisted the urge to give voice to the 'no duh' floating in the air; Stoick knew Toothless was unable - and unwilling - to fly without Hiccup.

"It's only for a few days," the chief reiterated. "You'll survive. It's for your own good."

"Yeah, I know," Hiccup groaned. He knew it was useless for him to tell his father that the best thing for him was to be on Toothless's back, in the air. Stoick had no idea what it felt like to be bonded to a dragon and no idea what he was depriving his son of. There were no words to make him understand.

Standing, the viking chief narrowly avoided smacking his head on the wooden rafters yet again. Carefully, lest he knock over the furniture as he had done many times in the past, Stoick made his way to the stairs, pausing only to say 'goodnight' before slipping out of his son's room.

Hiccup only groaned before blowing out his candle, leaving his room lit only by the star- and moonlight outside. Shuffling in the dark, Hiccup made his way over to his bed, flopping down on it without bothering to remove his boot or his prosthetic. Casting his gaze out the tiny window, Hiccup thought to Jack, alone in the dark and the cold with strange, armed men prowling the waters around their island.

_"I'm over three-hundred years old. Believe me, I can take care of myself."_

No doubt Jack could protect himself from normal, human warriors. The knowledge did nothing to reassure Hiccup, however. He supposed he could just sneak off in the morning. His dad would be angry, but Hiccup had done it enough times already that Stoick would only be able to blame himself for expecting Hiccup to actually do what he was told. Mind made up, Hiccup rolled over onto his side, where he lay for over an hour before falling into a fitful sleep.

* * *

><p>Hiccup woke to the sound of screams.<p>

He jolted awake, knocking his covers aside as he swung his legs over the side of the bed. Already Toothless was up, head-fins pressed flat against his head as he snarled at Hiccup's open window. Outside Hiccup could see the bright orange glow of flames and smell smoke, and the clashing of metal against metal rang in the air.

"Hiccup!" a familiar voice called from downstairs. "Hiccup, where are ye!?"

"Right here, Gobber!" Hiccup knelt by his bed, fingers scrabbling against the dusty wood madly until they brushed leather and drawing Toothless's saddle out in a hurry.

Gobber's peg-leg clacked against the floorboards as he bounded up the stairs, arriving just as Hiccup was strapping the last of the belts around his partner's chest. Soot and grime coated the blacksmith's face, sweat staining his clothes and blood smeared across his club-like false hand.

"Thank the gods yer all right," Gobber cried through heavy pants. "The island's under attack. It's Outcasts!"

"Outcasts?" Hiccup parroted, fingers tightening around Toothless's saddle. Most viking youths had at least heard of the Outcasts, a patchwork viking clan made up of those who had been rejected by their own tribes either for bringing shame upon them or for committing some crime not heinous enough to warrant execution but heinous enough that they were shunned by their fellow tribesmen. Wild rumors were spread about the Outcast tribe; that they lived in caves, that they were cannibals, that they worshiped Loki to the exclusion of the other gods.

Hiccup had half-believed that they were only a story spread by adults to keep children in line - '_Be good, or you'll end up exiled and have to join the Outcasts_' - not an actual tribe of bloodthirsty conquerors.

"Aye," Gobber confirmed with a solemn sigh. "They sprung a sneak attack, set some 'ouses on fire and burned down the armory. We managed to recover some o' the weapons, but no' enough ta mount a proper defense. We need you an' your dragons ou' there."

Eyes narrowing into a firm expression, Hiccup nodded. He had already been prepared to do that anyway.

"C'mon Toothless," Hiccup whispered, stroking his friend's head. "We've got a village to save."

Toothless replied with a fierce roar; one that, Hiccup was sure, shook all of Midgard.

* * *

><p>Jack woke to the sound of screams.<p>

The piled-on snow crumbled and rolled off of him as he sat up slowly, trying to take stock of the situation even in his sleep-fogged state. The sky overhead was clouded with not just smoke, he saw, but hundreds of dragons, their wings filling the air with a low drone as they cried out variations of ((_fear_)) and ((_threat_)) and ((_predators!_))

Jack knew, from his previous conversations with Berk's trained dragons, that there was only one creature a dragon referred to as a predator.

Leaping to his feet, Jack snatched his staff from the snow and bounded over to the icy dollhouse.

"Baby Tooth," he cried, tapping lightly on the transparent walls. "Baby Tooth, wake up! Something's wrong!"

_Confusion-concern-sleepy-worry._

A moment later Baby Tooth emerged from the wide, arched doorway of her palace, rubbing one eye blearily as she stared up at Jack.

((Jackie? What's wrong Love?))

She stepped into his hand as he held it down to her. "The dragons are all panicking. I think something's attacking the island," Jack explained as he set her gently atop his shoulder. "We're going to check it out."

The fairy's wings hummed as she instantly popped to full alertness. _Brave_, she began, pouring reassuring thoughts into her larger-half's mind. _Us-together-fearless-protect-go-save-them-we-will_.

Bolstered by his other half, Jack leaped into the Wind, bidding she carry him straight to Berk.

* * *

><p>Smoke and fire choked the air, weighing it down and turning the ground into a soggy mess as the snow melted and soaked the earth. Men were roaring above the cackling flames, gnashing their teeth as swords and hammers and axes clanged against one another.<p>

Amidst all the chaos, one little girl was looking for her Lamby.

The little girl sniffed, tugging at one dark, braided ponytail as she slunk about the battlefield, overlooked by the hulking viking warriors as they clashed with one another. She remembered two large, spike-clad men bashing in their door, her mother launching herself at them, war-hammer in hand, screaming at her daughter to run. She remembered grabbing her beloved toy and clamoring out the window...

Somewhere between her house on the docks and the Great Hall where the noncombatants - namely, the very old and the very young - were being gathered for refuge, she had lost track of her protector, leaving her very alone and very small and very scared.

Bucket - so named for the bucket he wore atop his head in place of a helmet - roared past her, no less ferocious in battle now than he had been before receiving the injury that had addled his senses. Wielding an axe in one hand and using his iron hook-prosthetic offhand he fought off three of the invading vikings himself, sending them sprawling into the mud and slush, injured and unconscious.

"Bucket!" the little girl called, big blue eyes welling up with tears. The moment his eyes landed on her the battle-hardened expression fell from Bucket's face. He raced to the little girl's side, dropping his axe to the ground and placing a consoling hand on her head. "I-I- M-mommy's fighting the bad men a-a-and it's cold and i-it's wet and I-I lost m-my L-l-lamby!" she wailed, voice devolving into choked sobs as fat tears rolled down her cheeks.

"There there," Bucket cooed, scooping the girl up in his now free hand. He rose, peering down the twisted road that ran through the stilted houses, searching for some trace of the little girl's stuffed animal. "We'll go find your Lamby, then it's off to the Great Hall."

The little girl wrapped her arms around Bucket's neck, burying her face in his long, straight beard as she attempted to quell her sobbing. The viking could feel rather than see her nod and he took off down the road in the direction he knew her home to lie in.

Unfortunately the sight of an unarmed Hooligan carrying a defenseless child attracted the attention of many of the ruthless Outcasts. Bucket found himself swarmed, forced to fight off his attackers with his hook-hand rather than a proper weapon while the little girl's hold on his neck grew tighter and tighter to the point of nearly cutting off his air. Even so, Bucket forced himself to keep going, ripping his opponents' weapons from their hands with his hook and bashing their faces with his hard bucket. Instincts taking over, he kept his back to the row of houses so as not to allow himself to be flanked, but soon found himself pinned by Outcasts on all sides with not a friendly face to be seen.

"There's nowhere ta run, 'alf-wit," one Outcast roared over the din of clashing steel and fire, grin full of crooked yellow teeth. "Jes give us the kid an' mebbe we'll let ya keep wot's left o' yer 'ead."

Bucket had no idea what they wanted the child for, but he had no intention of handing her over. Tightening his grip on the girl, Bucket spread his feet apart, ready to barrel into the Outcasts in a last-ditch effort to break free of them. His lips had just parted to release a battle-cry when...

_SPLAT!_

The goon with the large mustache at the front of the mob winced as a perfectly shaped sphere of ice and snow exploded across the back of his skull. Bucket and the other Outcasts blinked, astonished, and the little girl looked up, still sniffling but curious at the pause in violence. Slowly the Outcasts turned, the mob leader glaring furiously at the waifish white-haired boy who had pegged him with the snowball.

Jack's heart hammered against his ribcage; he had meant only to distract the invaders long enough for the bucket-wearing weirdo to escape with the kid. It had not, even for a moment, occurred to him that any of the adults in this place - this _time_, he corrected himself - would be able to see him as easily as the teenage riders. Still, the damage was done and he had gotten in more than enough fights in three hundred years to know how to handle himself.

"Hey, pick on someone your own size," Jack shouted, smirking at them so as not to allow the fear he felt into his expression.

Incredulity colored the Outcasts' features as they stared at the small, skinny boy - armed with only a stick no less! - who dared to challenge the four of them.

"You three, take the hostages," the mob leader growled, keeping his eyes pinned on Jack. "I've got this runt."

Before they even had a chance to follow their orders, Jack sprung forward. Startled, the mob leader swung his broadsword, but Jack nimbly lept over the sweeping blade, toes ghosting over the viking's horned helmet as he bounded overhead and landed gracefully between the Outcasts and Bucket. Throwing a glance over his shoulder, Jack winked at the little girl in Bucket's arms and said, "Don't worry, I've got this!"

Wiping away the last of her tears, the little girl managed a slight smile and a nod.

With a murderous snarl the mob leader once again launched himself at Jack, only to have the spirit slide out of reach of his blade. He continued to swing the blade wildly, becoming more and more enraged as Jack weaved fluidly around his clumsy swings, laughter ringing out all the while.

The other three Outcasts joined in, forgetting Bucket and the girl as they all clamored to take down the agile youth currently making a fool of one of their own. One man bounded up behind Jack, swinging an axe over his head as Jack dropped to a crouch, driving the heel of his foot into the viking's kneecap with a spurt of frost. As the viking stumbled forward Jack rolled out of the way of a hammer swing from a second Outcast, leaping overhead and landing precariously atop the helmet of the third. The Outcast, unable to feel Jack's virtually nonexistent weight, spun his head this way and that as he searched for the white-haired youth, only to freeze when he saw his hammer-wielding comrade rise, staring at him intently and raising his weapon aggressively.

"Don't. Move," the war-hammer-wielding Outcast said as he raised the weapon above his head.

"Wait!"

He did not wait. Jack back flipped off of the helmet just as the Outcast swung the hammer down atop his comrade's head. Bucket and the little girl winced in unison before they burst out laughing.

"Screw this!" the fourth Outcast cried as he threw down his sword. "Ah'm out!"

"Oi! Where are you going!?" the mob leader screamed as his three companions fled. "Get back here you cowards!"

The sound of someone clearing their throat caught his attention. Slowly he turned, finding himself face-to-face with Bucket who, with the threat severely diminished, had set the young girl on her feet and grabbed up the Outcast's discarded sword. Jack stood next to him, still wearing that infuriating smirk and holding the child's hand.

Considering his options, the Outcast turned to flee himself, only to suddenly loose his footing as a patch of ice blossomed underneath his feet. His head struck the ice with a loud _crack_ and he went still, losing consciousness instantly.

"Whoo, that was fun!" Jack cried, flashing the bucket-wearing Hooligan a grin. "We make a good team!"

Bucket studied Jack's face, digging through his mind for a name and coming up short. "We sure do uh... er... Yooouu... Um..."

"We haven't met," Jack shouted.

"Oh thank gods." Bucket released a large sigh of relief. "My name's Bucket. I have a bucket."

"Yeah... I can see that." Jack reminded himself to refrain from holding out his hand for a handshake. "Name's Jack Frost."

"That's a pretty name." The speaker was the little girl. Turning to face her, Jack beamed, resting his staff against his shoulder.

"Thanks, I always thought it was pretty cool. What about you? What's your name?"

The child shuffled her feet, tugging at her braid with her free hand as the fingers clutching Jack's hand tightened. When she finally replied, it was so softly that the roaring fire all but drowned it out. "...Torborg."

"It's nice to meet you, Torborg," Jack said, giving her hand a friendly squeeze. "So what are you doing out here? It's too dangerous right now for little girls to be wandering around." At this he threw a glare at Bucket out of the corner of his eye, the addled viking being the closest thing to a responsible adult in the vicinity. Bucket's eyes fell to his feet as he scratched the back of his bucket with his iron hook.

"We were trying to find my Lamby," Torborg answered. "Mommy told me to run, and I did and I dropped my Lamby."

Jack blinked, trying to determine whether 'Lamby' was a toy or an actual lamb. "Well, tell ya what," he said, scooping the little girl up and offering her a genial smile, "Why don't we get you somewhere safe first, and then I'll go and rescue Lamby for you, all right?"

Torborg replied with a shy smile and a nod.

"All right then." Turning to Bucket, Jack said, "You lead the way, big guy. Let's hurry."

* * *

><p>Alvin the Treacherous was not a patient man.<p>

Oh, he understood the importance of waiting for the perfect moment to strike, but that did nothing to quell the itch to take action, the urge to leap into the fray alongside his men and spill blood. That was why he urged his boats to take off from Outcast island two days early, despite Savage's warning about them not being ready.

The plan - conceived in the heat of the moment though it was - had gone well. The armory was in ruins and the Hooligan warriors, formidable though they may be, were being fought to a standstill. With the soldiers distracted, Alvin had ordered Savage to take a small company of men to round up as many hostages as they could before they could retreat to the safety of the Great Hall for one purpose and one purpose only.

To take the Dragon Conqueror.

The Outcast chieftain smirked when his eyes landed on Stoick the Vast. The Hooligan chief was fighting barehanded, opting to let his men have their pick of the remaining usable weapons. Even unarmed Stoick was doing well for himself, grappling with the Outcasts as they came, wrenching their swords and axes and maces from their hands and sending them scrambling like newborns.

Alvin smirked.

Not for long though.

With a terrifying and some might say inhuman roar Alvin dropped his own weapon and threw himself at Stoick. The charge caught Berk's chief by surprise and Alvin managed to pin Stoick on his back. The two of them grappled, tumbling over one another in the mud and slush and throwing punches and kicks like they had as boys, though in those days the fighting would have stopped after the first broken nose.

"Where is the Dragon Conqueror?" Alvin growled, sending flecks of spittle and blood flying into Stoick's face.

Stoick spat a glob of blood back onto his.

Enraged, Alvin cocked his fist back, fully prepared to plow it into the other chief's face repeatedly until he had entirely smashed his skull in. He froze, however, fist still poised to strike, as he heard a shrill whistling cut the air. The whistling crescendoed until it became a deafening scream.

Then Alvin's men were the ones screaming.

"NIGHTFURY!"

"TAKE COVER!"

Nobody got the chance to. A split second later there was a flash of blinding light; Stoick and Alvin both went flying as a ball of plasma exploded in the earth right next to them, a deafening _crack _following seconds later. Alvin shook his head to try to clear the ringing noise in his ears and the smoke and ash and fog clouding his eyes. A large, winged shadow emerged from the haze in between Alvin and Stoick, its wide, green eyes narrowed into feline slits and sharp teeth bared in a menacing snarl.

Though he had never seen one before, it was not at all difficult for Alvin to figure out what species the streamlined, jet-black dragon belonged to. Even more astonishing than the nightfury, however, was the lad riding atop its back.

"Dad, are you all right?"

Alvin watched as Stoick's little embarrassment offered his father a hand, pulling the stunned viking chief to his feet without dismounting the dragon. A smirk stretched the Outcast's lips at the sight.

He had found who he was looking for.

"The Dragon Conqueror," he growled, drawing the fish bone's astonished gaze.

Now all he needed were the hostages and-

"Alvin!"

Ah, perfect! Alvin's smirk became an outright sneer as three of his men - those whom he had sent with Savage to gather hostages in the first place - came racing from behind a stack of charred buildings. It did not occur to Alvin immediately that their expressions were not of triumph or that his second-in-command was not among them.

"Your timing couldn't have been better, Dragon Conqueror," the Outcast chief jeered. "You'll be coming with us now."

"Er, Alvin..." The poor Outcast's meek whisper went unheard or ignored.

"Um, yeah, that's not going to happen," Hiccup replied with a roll of his eyes. Toothless asserted his rider's statement with a roar, the sound of which sent a collective wince through Alvin's followers.

"Oh, you think so do ya?" Alvin's features appeared all the more menacing for the blood streaked across his face. "Even if it meant killing innocent children?"

Hiccup's eyes widened in horror as his father bellowed, "_You coward! _You'd take children!?"

"I take what I want, Stoick, you know that!" the Outcast gloated. "So what's it gonna be, Hiccup? You or the hostages?"

"I..." Hiccup trailed off, green eyes flitting across Alvin's band of Outcasts. "Where are the hostages?"

The smug expression on Alvin's face faltered. Only now did he take a good look at his men, their weapons gone and their visages fraught with panic. One had a rather large dent in his helmet that surely must have bit into his skull.

"...Where _are_ the hostages?" he growled, voice cutting like shards of ice.

At first, he was met with silence. Then there was some scrambling amongst the three, and the man with the dented helmet was unceremoniously shoved forward by his comrades. "W-we tried ta tell ya, Alvin," he pleaded, bowing his head apologetically. "Th-there wos this kid wit white 'air wot appeared from nowhere! W-we couldn' nae touch 'im an' we lost Savage-"

The Outcast's plea was interrupted by the sharp _crack_ of Alvin's fist plowing into his face.

"IDIOTS!" he howled. "Useless! You had one bloody job!"

"You're plan is failing, Alvin." Stoick bent and scooped up a discarded mud-spattered blade from the ground. "You'll not have my son."

Glowering at the Hooligan chief, Alvin hissed, "I wouldn't be so sure of that, Stoick." He _would_ have the Dragon Conqueror, if not through negotiation then through brute force.

A feral cry tore loose from Alvin's throat as he threw himself at Hiccup, intending to rip the young viking from Toothless's saddle. Toothless was faster, releasing a bolt of flame that exploded mid-air, sending the Outcast chief flying.

"No more fire!" Stoick screamed over the din. "There won't be a village left to _save_ if this fire spreads further!"

The Outcasts, meanwhile, were running to their dazed chief's side, grabbing his shoulders and hoisting him to his feet even as he growled at them and shoved them away. "Chief!" one shouted above the roar of flames, "We have to get out of here! One of our scouts said they've got more riders!"

Alvin continued to glare at Stoick and Hiccup venomously through the flames. The nightfury met his gaze with steely green eyes, hissing and spitting and flicking its tail back and forth in agitation as its claws kneaded the earth. Finally he pulled, back, barking orders at his men to sound the retreat for the time being.

The next time he came, Alvin promised himself, he would have a plan to properly deal with the dragon riders.

* * *

><p>"NIGHTFURY!"<p>

"TAKE COVER!"

Ice blue eyes shot skyward as a screaming black blur streaked through the air, followed seconds later by an explosion. Jack's skin was coated with soot and grime and sweat, the intense heat slowly becoming unbearable for the ice spirit. Still, the sight of the fearless nightfury and his rider cutting through the air along with the ever-present _strong-together-us-invincible-fierce-we-are_ radiating from his hood reassured him and he in turn squeezed Torborg's hand, comforting the small child even as he and Bucket dodged marauders and flames alike. Mud caked his feet and his shins and for the first time in over a century Jack's clothing was bare of frost, the intricate whorls of ice having melted and soaked his hoodie a long time earlier.

His staff, however, remained cool in his grip, the ice crystals clinging tenaciously to its surface even in the intense heat.

"Jack... Jack... _Jack!_"

Jack paused in his movements, turning to face Torborg as she screamed to be heard over the roar of flames. Like his own, her face was coated with black smears of soot, her skin shiny and slick from sweat. The smoke had burned at her eyes, making them red and puffy.

"I'm scared."

She spoke softly now, but Jack read the movement of her lips and placed his hand on her shoulder, offering her another reassuring squeeze. "I know, I know, but everything's going to be all right. I promise."

"We won't let anything happen to you."

Throwing a surprised glance over his shoulder, Jack found Bucket standing over him, an unconscious or dead Outcast lying face down in the muck nearby. Though it was hardly the first time Jack had seen killing, or even taken a life himself, the snowy-haired boy found the sight of the corpses disconcerting, a shudder working its way up his spine every time the confused viking ran his blade through one of the invaders' stomachs. Still, he was thankful for Bucket's presence. He would rather the Outcasts die than himself or an innocent child.

"You see?" Jack said, turning his eyes back to Torborg. "You have us to protect you. Nothing bad is going to happen, okay?"

Sniffling, Torborg nodded.

"Hey, I have an idea. Why don't we have a little fun?" Glancing around, Jack took in the sight of the red-orange flames licking the wooden buildings and nearly consuming the village. The three of them had, in their mad scrambling for the Great Hall, come across Berkian vikings working to put out the flames, though their efforts had been stamped down by the attacking marauders. "Okay now, close your eyes. Both of you."

Torborg obeyed, eyes slipping closed. Jack double-checked to make sure her eyes were really closed, and then checked on Bucket. Both of them had their eyelids plastered tightly together.

A pleased smile adorning his face, he aimed his staff for the sky. A bolt of silvery-blue magic shot into the clouds, sending a pulse through the smoke-fogged sky.

The clouds began to whip and whirl around themselves and around the village. White vapors pushed through the black smog as the Wind fought at Jack's bidding, and within seconds fat, wet flakes of snow were furiously assaulting the flames. Few reached the ground as ice, the flames battling with the cold for dominance, but soon fat tears of freezing water were pelting the village, smothering the flames and cooling the air.

"It's cold," Torborg shouted as the first few drops of rain pelted her hair.

"I know, but it's okay," Jack said as he knelt in front of Torborg, "Tell me what kind of animal you like best."

"Hmmmm... Dragons."

Laughing, Jack held his hands together as though he were sculpting a snowball. A tiny spark of ice magic formed in between his palms, the light stretching and whirling and spinning in the air like a firefly. Slowly it began to take shape, wings jutting out from nothing, a tail whipping through the air. A broad, flat head popped out from the body as did four thick paws.

"Okay," Jack whispered, holding the snow-nightfury in the palm of his hands. "Open your eyes."

Torborg did, and gasped in surprise. The tiny nightfury stared up at her, its crystalline eyes as wide and round and innocent as Toothless's. It chirped, the sound several octaves higher than Toothless's voice, and flapped its wings and tail, making Torborg giggle.

"Is it a newt?" Bucket asked.

"He's so cute!" Torborg squealed, ignoring Bucket and cupping her hands together. The snow-nighfury hopped from Jack's hands to hers, circling a bit as Toothless did whenever he settled down for a nap. "How did you do that?"

"Magic," Jack replied. "Now, give 'im a throw."

She did, tossing the snow-construct into the air gently. Immediately its wings snapped open and it took to the air. Torborg giggled and Bucket watched, astounded, as Jack's snow-dragon flew in wide loops around the three of them, faster and faster until it was hardly perceivable. Suddenly it shot up into the sky and exploded, glistening flakes of snow and magic falling from the air above them.

"That was amazing!" Torborg shrieked, throwing her arms into the air as she hopped up and down in place. She hardly seemed to notice the flames anymore, nor that the soot stuck to her skin was running down her neck in black-brown rivulets as the cold rain pelted her face, caught up in this moment of jubilation as she was. Seeing her joy brought a relieved smile to Jack's face. He opened his mouth to suggest they start moving again, when-

"Retreat!"

Torborg froze, whirling around as two spike-clad Outcasts came running around a row of buildings, boots pounding the mud as they all clamored for the docks. Jack and Bucket were instantly between her and the invaders, but the fleeing Outcasts hardly paid them any mind.

"Retreat! They've got dragons!"

Before he could quite process what he had heard, Jack caught a glimpse of a bird-like shadow in the smog.

_Fwit fwit fwit!_

One of the Outcasts stumbled over himself as a bright yellow quill flew over his head, scrambling in the mud and screaming for his commrade to wait as he ran after him. Bucket and Torborg stared after them, eyes wide, but Jack's gaze was focused elsewhere.

"Astrid!" he shouted, waving his arms to catch the attention of the deadly nadder-pair in the sky. "Astrid! Down here!"

Patting Stormfly's neck, Astrid steered them downwards, landing gracefully in front of Jack and Bucket.

"Jack!" the viking girl cried as she dismounted Stormfly, "What are you doing here?"

"Same as you," he replied, gesturing to Torborg who, upon Astrid's arrival, had tucked herself behind Jack, clutching the back of his hoodie in both of her tiny fists and peeking at the dragon rider from behind him.

((_Good-you-Icicle-safe-good-hatchling-she-small-scared-she-protect-me-protect-hatchling_.))

Nodding to Stormfly, Jack slowly reached behind him, gently disentangling her from his hoodie. "Hey, Torborg," he started in a soothing voice. "You're gonna go with Stormfly and Astrid now, all right? They're going to take you somewhere safe."

"Uh..." Astrid wondered when she had agreed to this, though she knew she could not leave the child in the midst of the village in this state.

"No," Torborg whispered, clutching Jack's fingers as he tried to pry her from his hoodie. "No, I don't wanna."

"Tory... Hey, Bucket, a hand here?"

Astrid watched as Bucket knelt behind Torborg. Normally children loved the big oaf, coming to him for silly things he was unable to fix for no reason other than because they liked him, but when he hooked his real arm around her waist and lifted her up she began to scream, still clutching Jack's fingers.

"NOOOOOO!" She wailed, causing Stormfly to flinch. "I DON'T WANNA GO! I WANNA STAY WITH JACK! LET ME STAY WITH JACK!"

"Hey, kid, you need to calm down," Astrid growled, graceless with children. She stepped forward, placing her hands on the child's and prying them loose. It was relatively easy, sweat-slicked as they were, and soon Bucket was placing the squirming child in Astrid's arms. "Would you just... HOLD STILL!"

Torborg would not hold still. She cried, beating against Astrid's chest with her hands and kicking her with bare feet. Finally, Jack intervened.

"Hey, hey," he whispered soothingly, taking Torborg from Astrid's clumsy grip in exchange for his staff. Immediately she wrapped her arms around his neck, burying her face in his chest. "Tory, I want to stay with you too, but I need you to go with Astrid for a little while, okay?" Astrid watched, amazed, as the little hellion calmed immediately in Jack's hold. The Winter spirit stroked her hair, speaking in hushed tones and bouncing a little as he held her. "She's going to take you somewhere safe."

"It's safe with you." Torborg refused to lift her face, her voice severely muffled by the blue hoodie.

"No, it really isn't," Jack replied. "I'll come back and play with you again when it _is_ safe, all right? But right now I'm going to do some dangerous things, and I still need to rescue your Lamby."

Slowly Torborg peeled her face from Jack's chest. Staring up at him with big, tear-filled eyes, she said, "Promise you'll come back?"

"I swear on the Moon," Jack replied.

Torborg said nothing after that. Gently, Jack handed the small girl back to Astrid, she handing over his staff as he did. Stormfly lowered herself enough for Astrid to place the child on her back, and though Torborg still seemed to be heartbroken by the prospect of leaving Jack, her eyes lit up at the sight of the dragon.

"I'll come back and try to find you again after I drop her off at the Great Hall!" Astrid cried as she settled the child onto Stormfly's saddle. "Try not to get yourself killed in the meantime, all right?"

"Please," Jack teased as he flexed one skinny arm. "Like those goon stand a chance against all this!"

Astrid responded with a roll of her eyes and a slight smirk, whereas Torborg had burst out into another fit of giggles. Pulling herself up fluidly, Astrid settled on the saddle behind Torborg, strapping herself into the harness and wrapping her arms tightly around the little girl's waist.

((_Me-fly-go-go-up-safe-Astrid-hatchling-me-safe,_)) Stormfly crooned as she opened her wings. ((_Worry-Icicle-cautious-worry-Icicle-prey-danger-go-safe._)) Jack had no chance to respond before Astrid spurred her into the air, disappearing with Torborg into the smog-choked sky. For several moments after they had vanished, Jack found himself staring up at the blackened clouds, wondering if the Man in the Moon was watching any of this, if he was _doing _anything.

'_Probably not_.'

"All right Bucket," the ice sprite said as he finally tore his gaze away from the sky. "It looks like the two of us are on the lamb rescue team now."

"Do I get a sash?"

Slowly, Jack turned to face the Hooligan, expression blank. He hoped he had not heard correctly through the fire's dying roar. "What?"

"A sash! Do I get to wear one? That says Lamb Rescue Team?"

"...Yeah, sure." At least the acronym did not spell anything dumb. "We'll go make it as soon as everything's not, you know, on fire."

Their feet kicked up ice-cold mud as they ran through the village towards the docks, eyes peeled for Torborg's stuffed lamb. By now the flames had dwindled into a dim amber glow and the snow was finally beginning to take hold on the island; shallow puddles dotted the ground with transparent islands of snow floating in them, and freezing water was running down the winding trail that curved through the center of Berk, transforming it into a shallow creek. Jack did not mind so much, being used to feeling of dirt and ice and mud against his bare feet and even finding the freezing liquid to be quite soothing against his overheated skin, but he felt a bit sorry for Bucket whose fur-lined boots had been soaked through and whose feet surely must have been numb by now. Still, the big man did not moan or complain, and seemed to be just as invested in finding Torborg's toy as Jack himself was.

The pair found no trace of Lamby as they weaved between blackened skeletons of homes, stepping over dead Outcasts and racing between frantic Hooligans in their search. Coughing, swearing, spitting, and groaning chorused all around them, and as Jack took in the sight of two burly warriors carrying a third man, face badly bruised and furs stained with blood, up the hill towards the Great Hall, he found his stomach churning uncomfortably.

"Bucket," he started softly, eyes still locked on the presumably dead man being carried up the slushy road, "I think we should help these people out."

Willing the snowfall to still - the fires had been brought under control, at this point, and the snow was only inhibiting the Hooligans' ability to move around - Jack directed Bucket to search the huts for survivors, following suit when he was sure the big man understood. Jack flitted from house to house, carefully pulling open doors lest the unstable structures come down on him or anyone who might be inside and calling out for anyone who might have been trapped. Baby Tooth shivered in his hood, the rapidly changing temperature affecting her more adversely than it did her larger half.

"Hey! Is there anybody in here?" Placing his hand on the iron knob, Jack had just been about to turn when he heard a loud wrenching sound. He ducked back instinctively as the dragon-shaped carving on the roof suddenly collapsed where he had been standing, its once vibrantly colored paint burned away and its base turned to ash. Clouds of smoke flew into his face and eyes and Jack pulled the collar of his hoodie over his nose and mouth as he flew into a violent coughing fit. Struggling to get his breathing under control, Jack once again reached for the knob, shoving the door open with more force than he should have considering the state of the building. "Hey!"

There was no answer. Pale blue eyes swept across the room furtively and found nothing. Just as Jack turned to leave, however, Baby Tooth spoke up.

((There's someone in here,)) she chirped. ((Lateral incisor, five years old. Lost when chin struck a table.))

Jack stepped slowly into the house, still half-afraid it might cave in on top of him. Still, he would not allow himself to leave a child behind. Tables and furniture were upturned and thrown against the walls, most of which were completely blackened and eaten at by the fire, the charred edges trimmed with the red-orange glow of dying flames. Broken bits of pottery and glass were strewn across the floor, clinking almost musically as Jack padded gingerly between them so much as he could. Frost crawled across his skin, forming a thick layer over the soles of his feet as he stepped over the shards.

The frost did not stop at his skin. Cold radiated from his body, filling the inside of the crumbling building with an eerie white mist that sapped the heat from the air and caused the fragile wood to groan ominously. The crackling of ice mixed with the crackle of fire as frost crawled across the structure, bolstered by magic that made it hard as steel. The lingering embers died and Baby Tooth, sensing that the oppressive heat had been temporarily abated, abandoned the relative safety of Jack's hood in favor of lending him her aid. Her fragile wings lifted her into the air and she hacked a bit as she breathed in the ash floating inside the building.

"Can you feel where the tooth is?" Jack asked, eager to rescue the injured child and escape quickly for Baby Tooth's sake as well as for the child's.

((Twenty-two degrees north-east,)) she replied, pointing Jack in the exact direction. ((Thirteen feet ahead.))

Following Baby Tooth's instructions lead Jack to a small, enclosed area that he supposed must have served as a kitchen of sorts, though the only indication he had as such was a large cauldron lying next to a wide fireplace, its gooey green contents spilled across the floor, and a single frying pan hanging from a nail in the wall. Aside from that he saw only several upturned iron kettles and a wooden crate half-filled with blackened, warped shapes that might have once been cabbages. Baby Tooth zipped through the air ahead of him, landing atop one of the kettles and nodding eagerly.

"Hey, are you in there?" Jack spoke gently, not wanting to startle the child if they were hiding. "It's all right, we're not going to hurt you."

There was no answer. Feeling his heart pounding nearly out of his chest, Jack took a careful step towards the kettle. Baby Tooth had told him she sensed a tooth, but that was the limit to her ability; she had no way to sense the state of the child it was connected to. The frost-fairy took to the air as Jack set his staff against the nearest wall.

"I'm going to lift up the pot now so don't... Don't freak out."

Placing his hands on either side of the kettle, Jack slowly began to lift it from the floor...

"OOMPH!"

Baby Tooth squeaked in surprise and outrage when a tiny blur flew at Jack from underneath the kettle, knocking him off of his feet before settling on his chest. In the dim light Jack caught the glint of metal and Baby Tooth shrieked as she realized that a dagger was being raised over Jack's head. Before the dagger could come down, however, Jack caught its owner's hand in a firm, yet gentle hold. The owner struggled against his hold, squirming and grunting

"Calm down!" he hissed to the five-year-old boy currently sitting on his chest. "I'm not a bad guy."

The thrashing stopped, scrunched together eyelids finally parting to reveal tear-filled brown eyes. The child, dressed in a thin grey tunic with a single small tooth dangling from a twine rope around his neck and an overlarge pair of fur boots, slowly lowered the dagger clasped in his fists, Jack's hands loosing their hold as the boy calmed.

"My name is Jack." The spirit sat up slowly, so as not to startle the boy again. "What's your name? Where are your parents?"

The boy said nothing for a long while, simply staring at Jack solemnly while silent tears trailed down his sweat-slicked cheeks. As Jack sat up he slowly slid off of the older boy, settling on his knees before him.

"Are you hurt?" Jack coaxed. "Can you talk?"

The child nodded. Then, after furiously scrubbing the tears from his eyes, his lips parted and he said, "Wulfric."

"Do you know where your parents are?"

Wulfric did not answer, he just stared. Jack understood.

"Well, come on Wulfric," Jack said, slowly rising to his feet. "We're going to get you somewhere safe."

At first, the boy appeared confused. Then Baby Tooth was settling on Jack's shoulders and Wulfric's eyes were going wide in awe.

"This is Baby Tooth," Jack introduced. "She's the one who found you."

((Don't be afraid, Little One,)) Baby Tooth chirped in hummingbird. Wulfric could not understand her, but he stared at her curiously, head tilted to the side. He stayed silent up until he saw Jack reaching for his staff, eyes widening as delicate spirals of ice - no different than the ones holding the building up above their heads - branched across the wood at his touch.

"Are you a woman?"

Jack stared at the viking child blankly. "What? No." He threw a glare at Baby Tooth, who had burst out into a giggling fit. "No, I'm not."

"But you use magic, right?" Wulfric pointed at the staff, now glimmering in the dim light with Jack's natural magic. "Only women use magic."

"That's not true," Jack countered. Then, drudging up what little he knew of Norse mythology, "Odin uses magic."

"Are you Odin?"

"No."

"So then you're a woman."

"No."

"Well, which is it? It has to be one or the other."

Jack stared blankly at Wulfric for a moment. Then, holding his hand palm-out to the five-year-old, he sent a weak blast of ice magic directly at his face. Wulfric yelped and jumped back, unhurt but now sporting a sparkling white beard of snow. While the child stood there, stunned, Jack pointed at his own face and created an identical snow-beard.

"There, do I look like a woman now?"

Wulfric burst out laughing, clutching his sides as the snow broke and flaked off of his face.

* * *

><p>Fifteen minutes later, Jack Frost could be found trudging uphill towards the Great Hall with a soot-covered five-year-old riding on his back, tiny arms wrapped around his neck in a loose hold and legs clinging to Jack's sides. Beside him Bucket lumbered on, two unconscious adults slung over his shoulders, muttering quietly to himself and seeming to hardly notice the presence of the white-haired boy save for when he occasionally paused to ask Jack's name again. Baby Tooth had relocated to the large pocket on the front of his hoodie so as to avoid being squashed between the two boys.<p>

"I won't tell anyone about you using magic," Wulfric whispered into Jack's ear as they neared the Great Hall. "I don't want anyone to hurt you."

Jack considered for a moment, throwing a glance in Bucket's direction, and then whispered back, "Thank you."

It had never really occurred to Jack before that moment that he might want to hide his powers; in three hundred years he had only ever been seen by a very small number of creatures, the vast majority of them spirits like himself. But, now that he stopped to think about it, he realized that using his powers openly in front of ordinary people might not be in his best interest. Snotlout may have only been a dimwitted bully, but he had no guarantee that more people in Berk would not react the same as him, and though he did not doubt his ability to defend himself against them he did not want to fight or be forced to kill innocent, scared people.

And there was always Toothiana's history to draw on.

So, he resolved, he would be more careful about using his powers in front of people. Hopefully he would be able to get ahold of Torborg before she mentioned him to anybody - he doubted very much that Bucket even remembered what he had eaten for breakfast that morning - and if worst came to worst he could simply have the Wind carry him as far away from Berk as possible for a hundred years or so.

Jack strongly hoped it did not come to that.

* * *

><p>It was not the cold that had the Outcasts trembling as they began their long voyage back to Outcast island. Alvin was seething, eyes cast towards Berk with a malevolent glow that surely matched the evil gaze of Loki himself. They had with them less than half of the force they had started with, many men having been lost to the quills of the deadly nadder or the jaws of the monstrous nightmare. Those that escaped counted themselves lucky that Stoick was more invested in preserving his village than in killing Outcasts.<p>

Now that they had escaped Stoick's wrath, however, they had Alvin's to contend with.

"W-well there's always n-next time A-a-alvin," Savage pleaded, sagging his shoulders under his chief's glare. Alvin was not placated.

"We coulda had him," he growled. "The Dragon Conqueror was in arm's reach. _I COULD HAVE HAD HIM IF YOU WEREN'T SO BLOODY USELESS!_"

Before Savage knew what was happening his feet were dangling in the air and there was a crushing pressure on his windpipe. His hands scrabbled over Alvin's spiked gauntlets, tearing up his palms and leaving streaks of blood on the chief's arms.

"N-nnn-n-aaawwt m-maaaiiii fff-f-ff-a-aa-auult-t-tt," he rasped out, dragging out each word with each slow, forced exhale and each quick, stuttering inhale. Only when his face began to take on a bluish pallor did Alvin drop him, coughing and sputtering, to the deck.

"Tell me why I shouldn't kill you right now," Alvin growled, placing the heel of his foot on his second-in-command's back and placing the palm of his hand on the hilt of his axe.

"Th-they have a-a-a s-_seiðmaðr_," Savage replied through shuddering breaths. The pressure on his back eased only slightly, but still Alvin would not let him up. "I s-s-saw h-him. H-he made ice f-from no-nothing."

"A sorcerer?" Alvin hissed. Finally Alvin took his foot off of Savage's back. He bent, grabbing a fistful of Savage's facial hair and hoisting the protesting Outcast to his feet by it. "A boy? Is this some kind of joke?"

"N-no joke, Alvin." Savage's chest heaved, and the skin under his nose was beginning to burn. "He had wh-white hair and frost on his c-clothes."

Alvin dropped Savage's mustache.

White hair, just like the three fools from earlier had said. Thinking back, he realized the snowfall that had appeared just as he called the retreat was a bit convenient, dousing the fires that should have destroyed the whole of Berk. Now it made sense. He had assumed that the Dragon Conqueror had been the boy on the nightfury, but now he saw the truth.

They needed the _seiðmaðr_.

* * *

><p>The Great Hall was nearly full to bursting. On any other occasion this would have annoyed Hiccup to no end, but tonight he was simply glad that there were enough people still breathing in Berk to fill the Great Hall. Granted, many of them were lying on thin mats on the floor, unconscious from either blood loss or smoke inhalation or exhaustion. Those who were still able to move were bustling, tending to the injured, cooking a meager meal from what food supplies survived the fire, and generally trying to recreate an air of stability over the village. This was far from the first time their village had been attacked, albeit the cleanup in the aftermath of the long-ended dragon raids was much easier to deal with; dragons did not generally break into people's homes.<p>

Still, there was an almost cheerful air over the Great Hall that night. They had fought the battle and they had won. The dragons were receiving extra affection for their part in running off the Outcasts, much to the displeasure of one grumbling old hermit in the corner. Toothless hummed in pleasure as a twelve-year-old kid approached him with a steaming bowl of stewed cod, holding the dish out to the nightfury and giving him a delighted giggle as his huge, forked tongue slavered all over the bowl and the boy's hands.

"Aaaw, that's gross," Hiccup muttered as he watched the nightfury saliva drip from the kid's arms.

"Hiccup!"

Head snapping in the direction he had heard his name from, Hiccup found himself facing Astrid who was rapidly approaching him with...

"Astrid, did you know you have a kid attached to you?"

By the way she glowered at him, Hiccup guessed she knew.

"Jack stuck me with her," Astrid explained, attempting halfheartedly to pry the young girl's grasping fingers from the skull-shaped links of her belt. "I was just going to drop her off here and go find Jack, but now the little brat won't leave me alone."

"Jack's here?" Hiccup's question came out as hardly a whisper, but Astrid could hear it just fine. So could Toothless, if the way the dragon was now staring at him was any indication.

"Not as far as I know," Astrid replied, concern touching her voice. "Last I saw he was still out in the village with Bucket. I don't know what he was doing, but it must have been important."

Panic seized Hiccup's chest. "Astrid, was he doing, you know...?" When Astrid met his panicked gaze with a blank stare he lowered his voice and clarified, "Was he using magic?"

"Not that I saw, but... I think he might have made the snow that put the fires out, why?"

Sensing his rider's unease, Toothless crooned soothingly, butting Hiccup's side with his head and making a sound in his throat that Hiccup had long since taken to mean his name.

His lips had just parted to begin explaining to Astrid why he thought it might be a bad idea for a lone, frail, magic-wielding foreigner to show off their gifts in a village full of huge, suspicious, _superstitious_, well, _vikings_ he heard yet another voice calling his name.

"Hiccup!" Fishlegs was calling over the din, thick elbows cutting through a knot of Hooligans as he made his way over to Hiccup and Astrid. In each of his hands, Hiccup noticed, was a nearly full cup of stew. "I'm so glad you're safe! I heard a bunch of people talking, and they all said that Alvin the Treacherous attacked us looking for you!"

"Alvin the Treacherous?" Hiccup parroted before realization dawned on him. "You mean the huge guy with the black beard who looked like he could sit on my dad?"

Fishlegs's eyes went wide and his jaw dropped. "You _saw_ him!?"

Toothless snorted proudly, sitting up straight as Hiccup scratched the underside of his jaw. "Toothless and I did, and if we ever do again it will be too soon." Fishlegs had his mouth open, no doubt to ask more questions about the Outcast chief, when Hiccup cut him off. "Hey, where's Meatlug?"

"Oh." Fishlegs raised the bowls in show. "She doesn't like all the crowds and noise, so she's waiting outside. I thought I'd bring her a snack. She's been eating more rocks than fish lately and I thought she could use more balance in her diet and... Astrid... what is stuck to your belt?"

Astrid had to remind herself not to punch people while they were holding bowls of hot food, even if it was really, really tempting.

Fishlegs hardly seemed to notice, however, getting on one knee so he was eye-level with the nine-year-old. "Hi there, little girl. My name is Fish-legs. What is your name?"

"Tory," Torborg replied, clutching Astrid's belt tighter.

"Well that's a pretty name," Fishlegs replied in the same condescendingly sweet tone he had used since noticing her. "Would you like some candy? Or a toy?"

Torborg stared at him for an uncomfortably long time. Then, out of nowhere, she said, "I don't like you. You're creepy."

Hiccup bit his lip to keep from laughing whereas Toothless was more shameless, flashing a toothless smile and _goff goff goffing_ behind Fishlegs's back as the husky viking stared at the girl, mouth agape. Even Astrid had to cover her mouth to prevent the laughter bubbling in her throat from bursting out.

"Miss, can we go get Jack now?" Torborg pleaded, tugging at Astrid's belt. "You said you were gonna go get him."

"Yeah, well, you're not helping," Astrid snapped as she tried once again unsuccessfully to remove Tory from her belt. "I said I'd go get him _after_ I dropped you off, not before."

"Oh, you're looking for Jack?" Fishlegs commented offhandedly as he rose to his feet. "He's over there by the serving line, playing with a bunch of kids."

"_What!?_" Fishlegs and Astrid stared at Hiccup, stunned by his sudden outburst. Torborg, on the other hand, seemed relatively unaffected. She dropped Astrid's belt like a hot brand and sprinted through the crowd, weaving through the adult's knees in her search for Jack. "Fishlegs, how long has he been here?"

"I don't know, maybe ten minutes?" The stew nearly spilled from the bowls as Fishlegs shrugged. "He came in with Bucket a while ago and started asking if anyone knew where Torborg was. I told him that everyone was stopping by the serving line at least once so he went over there to look for her. I don't even know who Torborg is."

Astrid and Hiccup exchanged exasperated looks.

"Tory," Astrid finally said. "Torborg is Tory."

"Oh." Then Fishlegs's eyes widened in realization. "_Ooohhhh._ Oh. Well, at least they've found each other now, right?"

"Fishlegs, have you mentioned Jack to anybody?" Hiccup asked, desperation creeping into his voice.

"Um, no?" Fishlegs blinked, suddenly feeling ill at ease. "Hiccup, is something wrong?"

With an exasperated sigh, Hiccup glanced around, making sure that nobody was in eavesdropping distance, before gesturing for Astrid and Fishlegs to huddle around him. They did, the steam from Fishlegs's stew flushing their faces.

"I don't think we should tell anybody about Jack being... well, you know," he hissed. "We don't know how they'll react."

"What's the worst that could happen? They'll probably want to build a shrine to him or something," Astrid whispered.

"Yeah, best case scenario," Hiccup pointed out. "And even then I don't see it going well. You saw how freaked out Jack got when we crowded around him. How do you think he'd react to having a whole village doing that?"

"And the worst case scenario?" Fishlegs asked.

"Our parents grab their torches and axes and lead a Wild Hunt," Hiccup replied.

"Hiccup, you don't really think they'd do that, do you?" Astrid asked.

"Do I think that a bunch of violence-prone, muscle-headed vikings with all the tact and diplomacy between them of a rampaging monstrous nightmare will jump at the chance to hunt a magical entity that literally appeared from nowhere? Yeah, I do. You saw how Snotlout was. Do you really want to bet Jack's life that nobody else will act the same way?"

"No," Astrid replied solemnly. "I don't."

* * *

><p>"-and after seeing that smile the sorrow the spectral boy had felt faded and he smiled mischievously. With a steady hand he traced the tear-shaped tip of his staff along the window, beautiful patterns of frost forming where his staff touched the glass. The spectral boy was long gone by the time dawn broke, but as child woke up the next morning and saw the crystalline shapes sparkling in the morning light, he forgot his fears of the night before and laughed out loud."<p>

A chorus of 'oohs' and 'wows' rose from the children sitting cross-legged around Jack, arranged in a semi-circle so they could all see his face as he spoke. Bundled in his arms a tiny babe named Hildegarde slept soundly, swaddled in woolen blankets so that only her plump face was visible. She was not a particularly pretty baby, her nose squat, her forehead bulging, and her eyes too small for her face, but she was sweet and cheerful and when he had first approached the girl's mother, smiling at the crying infant and speaking in soothing tones, her tears had stopped instantly and she had smiled so brightly that for a moment at least she seemed like the most beautiful baby in the world.

Hildegarde's mother had thanked him profusely for calming her child. The viking woman appeared to be overworked, taking care of her daughter while simultaneously attempting to tend to dozens of wounded men and women. Without thinking Jack had offered to take the babe off of her hands, only for a little while, and seeing how quickly not only her child, but also the shy boy, Wulfric, from next door had taken to the mysterious white-haired stranger Hildegarde's mother had placed the baby in his arms without a second thought.

Wulfric had not left Jack's side since entering the Great Hall. He remained close to the Guardian's side, clutching his soot-and-frost dusted hoodie in his fists and staying close wherever he went. He was uncomfortable with the noise and the crowd inside the Great Hall, wishing desperately that he could go home with his mother and father, but he did not have any of those things anymore and he wanted to stay with Jack whom he knew was looking for someone here. Still, anxiety twisted his fingers deeper into the fabric of Jack's strange garb and kept his lower lip pinched firmly between his teeth.

Jack had noticed the young boy's anxiety, having felt something similar upon entering the Great Hall. Three hundred years of solitude had rendered him ill at ease amidst large crowds and he had nearly backpedaled the moment the wide, stone doors slid open spilling out all of the light and sounds and smells from within, but he remembered his promise to Torborg. He had sworn on the Moon he would come back, and so he would, simple as that.

So, babe in hand and child still attached to his hoodie, Jack had set his staff against the nearest wall, plopped down on the packed-dirt floor, and said, "Hey, would you guys like to hear a story?"

He had started with the very first story he knew from the Tome of the Guardians, the one of Nightlight and the Moon Clipper and the death of Tsar Lunanoff and his wife. Slowly more children had begun to gather round, enraptured by Jack's strange appearance and his spellbinding story, and now Jack found himself surrounded as he began the tale of North's induction into the Guardians. Something about the scene tugged at his heart, stirring up some ancient memory of a life long forgotten, but he ignored it in favor of keeping the children entertained.

"But up on the Moon there was no cause for laughter. Tsar Lunanoff, the one we call the Man in the Moon, was on alert. Each night he sent hundreds of thousands of moonbeams down to Midgard, and each night they returned and made their reports. If they were still bright-"

"Jack!"

Jack's head snapped up, eyes brightening at the sight of a certain blue-eyed girl with dark pigtails.

"Tory!" he called, cradling Hildegarde in one hand and waving profusely with the other. One of the other children, and older boy by the name of Gustav, glared at Torborg for interrupting the story, but she paid him no mind as she stepped through the circle and threw her arms around Jack's shoulders. "I'm sorry, I couldn't find your Lamby," Jack explained, rubbing her back. "I'll get you a new one, okay?"

"S'okay," she replied. Pulling back, she took in the sight of the baby cradled against Jack's chest. "Hi Magnus."

Jack blinked. "Magnus?"

Torborg got no chance to respond. A moment later two more voices were calling Jack's name and when he looked up he found Hiccup, Toothless, and Astrid rapidly approaching through the mob.

"Hey Hic!" Jack called. "What brings you here?"

"_I _happen to _live _here," the brunette replied, sending Jack a withering look. "What are _you _doing here?"

"Story time," Jack replied, gesturing to the circle of children around him. "Duh."

"Hey, are you gonna get back to the story or not?" Gustav snapped, apparently fed up with the interruptions. Jack raised an eyebrow.

"I dunno." Bouncing the baby slightly, Jack said, "I think my story's put Maggie to sleep. Maybe it's time we call it quits." Simultaneously the other children let out a clamor of high pitched '_nooooooos_,' shooting Gustav dirty looks. One blonde-haired child leaned over to punch Gus in the arm. Jack laughed, shaking his head. "I'm just kidding. Just give me a minute, all right guys?"

The children nodded, Torborg releasing her loose hold as Jack stood. He padded through the semi-circle, approaching Toothless first who sniffed curiously at the sleeping infant in his arms.

((_Soft-fragile-hatchling-weak-soft-weak-defenseless_,)) the nightfury crooned as Hildegarde's face scrunched up.

"Yeah, she's cute, isn't she?" Jack replied, missing the odd looks he was receiving from the two viking teens.

"Adorable," Hiccup replied dryly. He was not about to tell Jack that she was probably the ugliest baby he had ever seen. "But seriously, what are you doing here?"

"All right, you caught me. I'm collecting an army of pint-sized minions to help me take over the world." Jack rolled his eyes. "I thought I could help out, that's all."

"And did anyone see you _helping_?" Hiccup hoped Jack understood the emphasis on the word 'helping.'

"Yeah, two kids, and a guy with a bucket on his head. Everyone else was too busy running around to pay much attention." Hiccup let out an audible sigh of relief, earning a confused look from Jack. "Dooo you guys know something I don't?"

"Uh, well, you see-"

"We'll explain later," Astrid interrupted. "For now just... don't do anything... weird."

Jack replied with a blank look.

"Hiccup!" a bellowing voice suddenly burst through the crowd. "Son!"

Hiccup flinched at the sound of his father's voice. The burly viking chief was weaving through the crowd with surprising grace, Gobber following closely behind. Jack's children fidgeted nervously as Stoick approached but Jack himself stood his ground, staring at the auburn-bearded viking curiously.

"There ya are. I've been looking all over for you." Stoick's attention was solely on Hiccup, ignoring Astrid and Jack outright. "We need to get repairs underway as soon as possible, and Gobber's going to be needing your help. I understand you're tired, but the more we get done tonight the better."

"Yeah, Dad. I understand." Placing a hand on Toothless's saddle, Hiccup was just about to leave when-

"Wait, that's your _dad_!?" Five sets of eyes were on Jack now as the white-haired youth looked back and forth between Hiccup and Stoick, gaping like a fish. "Are you _sure_?"

A heavy, awkward silence fell over the group. Then Gobber smashed it to pieces by bursting out into a fit of laughter.

"Ah used ta think the same thing!" the blacksmith-slash-dragon-dentist howled between peals of laughter.

Stoick ignored his best friend's crude laughter in favor of staring at Jack, calculating eyes taking in his foreign clothes, his tousled white hair, his bare feet caked with dry - no, Hiccup corrected himself, _frozen_ - mud. Hiccup could just imagine the questions running through his father's mind: 'Who are you?' or 'Where did you come from?' or even 'What's wrong with your hair?'

What Stoick actually asked absolutely floored him.

"Lad, where are your boots?"

* * *

><p>(Author's Note: Stoick knows what his priorities are. Those of you who are also Marvel fans may already know this, but in viking culture magic was only performed by women. Men who practiced magic were called seiðmaðr. The reasoning was that using magic was cowardly, that if you used it rather than defeating your opponent through strength of arms then you were weak, not masculine. Only a rare few men could practice it openly without fear of ostracization, such as Odin, who learned it from Freya when she left the Vanir to join the Aesir.<p>

Update: made a few changes based on a review by LittlestShadow. Thank you for your input LS!)


	5. Chapter 5: How to Speak Dragonese

**Chapter 5: How to Speak Dragonese**

Hiccup watched intently as pale, dextrous fingers worked coarse, woolen yarn in even stitches through the head of what was emerging to be a rather splendidly made plush dragon toy. Its shape, Hiccup noticed, vaguely resembled Toothless's, if a bit softer and, well, cuddlier. Why Jack had decided to make it white was anyone's guess.

The sun was setting on Berk and Hiccup and Jack were, as they had every evening for the past two weeks since the Outcast attack, sitting in the snow-filled clearing - now dubbed the Winter Cove by the dragon riders - leaning against a fallen log while Hiccup sketched and Jack sewed. Nearby Toothless and Baby Tooth were playing in the snow, the frost-fairy creating spiraling tendrils of ice over its surface while Toothless tried to trace them with the splintered end of a discarded tree branch. This had become something of a habit for them, as had Jack's routine visits to not only the Dragon Training Academy but to the village of Berk itself. He was becoming a familiar sight to the villagers, particularly the children who would crowd around him and beg for him to tell them stories or play games with him the moment they saw his white hair in the distance.

Stoick still did not seem to be quite sure what to make of Jack. Hiccup was fairly certain his father did not dislike the white-haired boy, but the way he looked at Jack sometimes was disconcerting, as though he were staring at a ghost. More than once Hiccup had tried to question his father on the strange, haunted look in his eyes, only to find the words sticking to the back of his throat like bile.

"There, done." Jack's voice suddenly snapped Hiccup from his thoughts. Setting aside the bone needle he held up the white nightfury for inspection. "What do you think?"

"It looks great," Hiccup replied. It did look wonderful, the stitches nice and even and the silver clasps that served as eyes sparkling in the slowly waning light. "Torborg's gonna love it."

Jack beamed at the praise. He had only made a few toys before, always under the guidance of North. The Guardian of Wonder had practically burst with enthusiasm when Jack first expressed an interest in toy making, and had served as a wonderful mentor as he taught Jack how to sculpt and sew. A wave of nostalgia hit Jack. He wondered if the Guardians were doing all right.

"We should probably get back soon," Hiccup said abruptly. He pulled himself to his feet, brushing the snow off of his pants as he did. He held out a hand to help Jack to his feet only to find that the spirit was already standing, returning the needle and leftover yarn to the leather purse on his hip and tucking the toy under his arm.

After the initial panic was over and the injured were taken care of, Hildegarde's mother had insisted on getting Jack into what she deemed to be 'proper' clothes. The spirit was now dressed in a dark blue, woolen tunic lined with rabbit-fur for extra warmth and just a tad too big for him. Crystals of frost already clung to the coarse material, no doubt something over which Jack had no control, and the well-meaning mother had long since given up trying to brush it off. Jack's tight, deerskin trousers had been replaced with a pair of baggy, woolen breeches and a pair of fingerless rabbit-fur gauntlets now protected his hands, though Jack still refused to wear even a pair of slippers.

He looked good in it, Hiccup thought, even if the large clothes did make him seem smaller and frailer.

"Ready when you are," Jack said, retrieving his staff from its resting place in the snow. "Baby Tooth! C'mon, we're headed back to the village now!"

"Toothless! Time to go home, bud!"

A cloud of white powder erupted from the snowbank where Baby Tooth had half-buried Toothless as the nightfury popped to his feet, head tilting downward as his large eyes looked up at his rider, head-fins and wings drooping. Baby Tooth fixed Jack with an equally pathetic look, lower lip trembling as she clasped her tiny hands together.

((Aaaw, just five more minutes?))

((_Happy-happy-fun-play-more-play-streeeeetch!_))

"No, Toothless," Hiccup scolded, immune to the unholy-offspring-of-lightning-and-death-itself's puppy dog eyes. "We can come back and play tomorrow, but right now it's time to go home. Aren't you hungry for dinner anyways?"

Toothless stood, shoulders and hips rotating as he shook and sending snow flying everywhere. He left huge, sloppy footprints in the snow as he bounded over to Hiccup's side, tail wagging eagerly and tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth.

"Hey Baby Tooth," Jack called over his shoulder as Hiccup mounted Toothless, "I bet Astrid'll be there."

The frost-fairy was perched on top of Toothless's head a moment later, chirping excitedly and pointing skyward. With a chuckle Jack climbed onto the saddle behind Hiccup, wrapping his staff-arm around the brunette's waist while the other held the newly-made dragon toy against his chest.

"Ready," he said, leaning just the slightest bit over Hiccup's shoulder so the other boy could hear him.

Hiccup nodded, ignoring the way his stomach tightened uncomfortably when he felt Jack's icy breath on his ear. "Ready bud?" Hiccup shifted his prosthetic in the stirrup. In response, the nightfury's wings shot out. "Let's go!"

The four of them took the long way back to the village, enjoying the world above the clouds as only they could in the waning sunlight. Hiccup pretended his heart was not beating faster than usual.

* * *

><p>Stoick heard his son's approach before he saw the boy, alerted to Hiccup's presence by the rippling sound of massive wings beating the air. Mere moments later a black shadow was dropping from the sky in front of their house, two scrawny youths atop its back.<p>

"Hi Dad!"

Stoick looked up, hand still on his thunderdrum's muzzle as he nodded to his son in greeting.

"Hello there son, Jack."

"Hi Stoick!" Jack said as he slid from Toothless's saddle, feet, as always, bare of any boots. How the boy still had all of his toes was beyond the Hooligan chief. "Hi big guy! How are you?"

The thunderdrum hummed in its wide throat, staring at Jack with the sort of soft expression that did not belong on such a vicious-looking dragon's face. In an instant Jack was kneeling next to the cobalt-scaled thunderdrum Stoick had only recently formed a bond with, smiling brightly and stroking the feral dragon's wide snout. The boy was certainly an strange one, Stoick thought, having no natural fear of dragons despite having only come to their island a few short weeks ago, but the children had taken to him and he had fought alongside them during the Outcast incursion, so the chief was willing to overlook Jack's oddness.

Still, there were certain things about Jack that unnerved him.

"What is that?" he asked gruffly, gesturing to the white wool-and-straw figure tucked under Jack's arm.

"Huh? Oh, this?" Jack held the stuffed dragon up for the chief to see plainly. "I made it for Tory, you know, since she lost her lamb. Think she'll like it?"

Hiccup fidgeted nervously as his father fixed Jack with a long, hard stare. There it was again, that haunted expression.

"It's very nice," Stoick said finally. "I'm sure she'll love it."

"Okay then!" Hiccup said, stepping between Jack and his father. "We're going to grab dinner now. See you in the Great Hall, all right? All right."

Before the other boy had a chance to protest Hiccup had grabbed ahold of his wrist and was tugging him down the hill towards the Great Hall, Toothless following close behind.

"Hiccup!" Stoick called after his son's retreating figure. "Don't forget, Trader Johann's pulling in tomorrow!"

"I won't forget! See you later!"

* * *

><p>"So who's Trader Johann?"<p>

Upon entering the Great Hall, Jack and Hiccup had found the rest of Berk's dragon trainers already gathered around a wooden table near the entrance, talking animatedly about nothing in particular and leaving most of their plates half-finished. They had joined the group immediately, sitting side-by-side and Jack helping himself to the leftover vegetables without complaint from the others.

"He's this really awesome traveler who sails between the islands and sometimes even far-off places like the mainland," Fishlegs explained, bouncing eagerly in his seat. "He always brings back the most amazing things; books, relics, tales-"

"Freaky animals and statues and crap," Tuffnut cut him off. "Last time he came here I got an eyeball in a jar."

Jack stared at him blankly. "Gross."

"You should come see him with us tomorrow," Astrid suggested. She sat across from Hiccup, playing with Baby Tooth and letting the frost-fairy eat from her plate. "I think you'll like him; he's the adventurous type, like you, and he really does bring the coolest things."

"I don't have any money," Jack replied through a mouthful of cabbage.

"Eh, well he takes trades too," Hiccup offered.

"I don't really have anything to trade either. You know what I was wearing when we met? That is literally everything that I own."

The dragon riders exchanged guilty looks. Well, most of them.

"Ha, broke..." Snotlout laughed into his mug, thinking himself inconspicuous. His mead ended up all over the front of his tunic when Astrid punched him in the back of the head.

"Still, you should come," Hiccup said, ignoring his cousin. "Sometimes Trader Johann gives away things for free, and even if he doesn't he has amazing stories to share."

Jack thought about it as he chewed slowly through a piece of days-old bread, hardly noticing the musty taste. "Okay, I'll come see Trader Johann. What time should we meet?"

"Well, it's hard to know when exactly he'll come," Fishlegs explained. "Assuming the conditions tomorrow are good he should be arriving pretty early."

"So, what? We just hang around on the docks until he shows up?"

"Pretty much."

* * *

><p>The seven teens, their dragons, and Baby Tooth - hidden inside the leather purse on Jack's belt - stuck to the plaza for much of the next morning. To the annoyance of most of the group, several children had flocked around them, mostly vying for Jack's attention but also pestering the others with questions about dragon training and flying. Torborg was among them, squeezing her new stuffed dragon to her chest with one arm and holding Wulfric's hand with the other. In between keeping an eye on their dragons and keeping an eye on the children the group barely had time to watch the horizon in search of Trader Johann's sailing vessel. Jack had asked the Wind to blow favorably for the merchant and she responded in kind, becoming a strong gale that would fill the trading ship's sails and carry it swiftly to Berk.<p>

The first notice they had that Trader Johann had arrived was Bucket's voice rising from the docks. "Trader Johann's here! Trader Johann's here!"

People from all over the island rushed to the docks, some shoving and pushing others out of the way as they scrambled to be the first to visit the merchant's ship. Hiccup stuck close to Jack, knowing the spirit was quickly becoming claustrophobic. They stood near the front of the crowd, Bucket and his short, squat housemate Mulch standing nearby, as Trader Johann's ship pulled alongside the docks. It took a few minutes for the merchant to lower his gangplank, as he did so manually, but once he was finished he greeted the vikings with open arms and a warm smile.

"Ah, Berk! My favorite of all the islands I travel to."

Though the merchant vessel looked much the same as the longboats used by the Hooligans, Jack was surprised to learn that Trader Johann looked almost nothing like the people of Berk at all, his dark beard slicked with fish oil, his long, pointy mustache jutting out several inches beyond either side of his face, his skin olive-hued, and his features thin and long.

"Where have you been this time, Trader Johann?" Bucket asked, eyes brimming with excitement as he bounced on the balls of his feet like an overexcited young boy.

"Oh, Bucket," Trader Johann greeted the addled viking warmly. "The things I've seen, the people I've met! I'd need a week to regale you, but, alas, we have limited time to conduct our business together."

'_Well, he's certainly a natural salesman,_' Jack thought as he climbed aboard the ship after Bucket.

Climbing atop a pedestal built into the deck of his ship, Trader Johann stretched his arms out to the men and women still waiting on the pier and cried, "Whatever it is you're looking for, I assure you, you'll find it here!"

As though a dam had burst, the people of Berk flooded Johann's ship, the dragon riders piling on first and Toothless sticking close to Hiccup's side even in the tight space.

"It's all mine! I call dibs on everything!" Snotlout was putting his hands on everything he set his eyes on.

"Is that moving? Does that one move? Wha!"

"Ooh, look at this!"

"How beautiful!"

"Trader Johann!" Fishlegs approached the merchant, a thin, leather-bound tome in his hands. "Is this your only book on botany?"

"Yes, Mister Fishlegs. Why, it was given to me by the author himself!"

Fishlegs beamed, looping his thick fingers under a twine he wore around his neck and drawing from under his tunic a necklace adorned with three, pointed fangs. "Will you take this necklace? It's made from baby dragon's teeth!"

"Fair enough, Mister Fishlegs!" Johann held out his open hand, fingers curling over the elegantly pointed teeth as they fell into his palm.

"Whoo!" Snotlout said, gazing dreamily into the surface of a disc of polished silver. "I'm even better looking than I thought!"

Unable to resist, Jack looked up from the garment in his hands, threw Snotlout a smirk, and said, "I didn't know you had such a low opinion of yourself."

Fixing Jack with a glare, Snotlout had just opened his mouth to retort when Johann stepped between them.

"Now that's an interesting piece," the trader said, indicating the white, wolf-fur cloak Jack had been inspecting. It was beautifully made with a silver, crescent moon-shaped clasp holding it together at the throat and a hood with the wolf's ears still attached. A mask was attached to the hood where the muzzle would be, made with polished red wood and nearly featureless save for thee perfect black circles that served as eyes and a mouth. "You know, I got that from the northern tribes, who believe these masks imbue them with the strength of the spirits themselves."

"That's interesting," Jack admitted a bit sheepishly - he had never granted people strength for wearing a mask - before setting the cloak and the mask down where he had found it. "It looks cool, anyway."

"Would you like to trade for it? I am open to bargaining."

"Sorry," Jack replied, shaking his head. "I don't actually have anything to trade."

"I could get it." Both Jack and Trader Johann turned to Hiccup, standing only a few feet away with a small clay pot in the palm of his hand. Indicating the satchel resting at his hip he said, "I brought a few things to trade."

"No, that's okay," Jack replied. "I don't really need it; it would be a bit hot for me anyway."

Johann threw Jack a brief glance, brow perked curiously, before turning his gaze back to Hiccup. "Ooh, that's pure squid ink, Hiccup," he exclaimed, rolling his shoulders a bit conspicuously. "Wrestled from the colossal squid of the northern waters."

Hiccup dug his fingers into his satchel, withdrawing a small spyglass and holding it out to the seafarer. "Well, how about this spyglass? You know I made it myself."

"I know, you've given me five just like it," Johann replied with a genial laugh. Still, he took the device, peering through it before handing it back to Hiccup. Again, he rolled his shoulders, this time reaching up to knead the aching flesh with his fingers, and Jack found himself wondering how Johann wrestled a colossal squid when his shoulders hurt that badly. "Sadly, I've only got the two eyes. What else have you got?"

"What do you think of this winch?" Hiccup asked as he handed Johann the hand-made wooden device from his satchel. "Hey, it'll help you pull up your gangplank."

Trader Johann smiled as he accepted the device, turning the wheel with his finer and watching the attached rope coil around its shaft. "A welcome tool for a working man's ailing shoulder! Consider it done!"

As Trader Johann turned to store the winch somewhere safe until he was ready to use it, Hiccup caught sight of his father holding a southern-style sword, giving the blade several mighty practice swings and - if Hiccup saw that correctly - slicing through one of the bits on the dock.

"Oh wow, another sword," he commented with a roll of his eyes. "Just what we need."

"If you must know, it's _not _for me," Stoick growled as he balanced the hilt of the blade on his finger. "I'm heading off to my yearly meeting with the chief of the Shivering Shores. The last man to show up without a gift left without a head."

"Sounds like a charming guy," Jack commented.

Ignoring Jack, Stoick turned to Trader Johann. "Johann! What will you take in trade?"

"Stoick!" Johann exclaimed, beaming at the chief and ignoring the deep slashes the sword had left in his mast. "It is but your good graces that I desire when my humble ship passes through Berk!"

Stoick replied with a hearty chuckle."You'll always be welcome on our shores," he said as he fixed the blade to his belt. He turned, climbing out of the tiny trading vessel and onto the dock where his thunderdrum was waiting for him. "I'll be back in five days," he told Hiccup as he mounted his dragon and then, after a slight pause, "What am I sayin'? I'll be back in two! Thanks to Thornado!"

The thunderdrum, now dubbed Thornado, hummed contentedly as he felt his rider's familiar weight on his back. As soon as Stoick was settled Thornado jumped to his feet, wings flapping agitatedly as he urged his rider to take off.

"So, you finally named him?" Hiccup asked, smiling at the pair. "Thornado, huh?"

"That's right! Because he has the power of Thor, and the ferocity of a tornado!" Stoick explained, tugging lightly on his partner's reigns as he tried to calm the temperamental dragon. "And besides, it's the only thing he'll answer to. Turns out he can be quite stubborn!"

Jack and Hiccup exchanged sly looks. "Can't imagine where he gets that from," Hiccup whispered.

"Up Thornado!" And like that, they were gone, the thunderdrum-pair vanishing into the sky with a roar like a lightning strike as they flew to the Shivering Shores. Trader Johann watched, a sense of wonder washing over him as he stared at the viking chief with his dragon.

"Ah, men riding dragons. What a magnificent sight."

It was, but unfortunately, the magnificent sight was lost on some people.

"Johann!" a crackling voice called over the waves.

"Mildew!" Johann cried, turning to face the old hermit with a friendly smile.

Jack fixed the hermit with a glare; though he had never had a proper conversation with the man, Mildew had decided fairly quickly that Jack did not belong on Berk. He had made a point of telling Stoick at least once a day, every day, that Jack should be cast off the island or executed.

"C'mon," Hiccup whispered, placing a hand on Jack's back and urging him towards the back of the boat. "Just ignore him."

Mildew was easily ignoring them. "Did you bring what I want?" he snapped at the trader without so much as a greeting.

"Always straight to the point! I like that." Johann laughed, placing his hand atop a stack of reed-woven baskets and tilting the lid of the top one back just enough for Mildew to peer inside at their contents. "I assume you brought my cabbage?"

Rather than answering, Mildew used his dragon-tooth staff to indicate the basket laying on the deck of Johann's ship. The basket was filled with green, leafy cabbage heads, their foliage still wet from the spring water Mildew had used to wash them before piling them in his cart and bringing them all the way down to the docks from his hut far outside the village.

Johann eagerly scooped up the basket into his arms, inhaling the fresh, aromatic scent of the greens while Mildew barked at him to, "Take these to my house!" indicating the baskets with his staff. Never dropping his friendly demeanor, Johann nodded, setting the cabbage aside while Mildew shuffled off of his ship.

The trader started when he heard a high-pitched squeak and a scuttling sound behind him. Whirling around he found a terrible terror with sky-blue scales clinging to one of Mildew's baskets, snuffling at the lid curiously while its tail flicked back and forth.

"Ah! Now now now, little fella, that's not for you. Go away," Johann scolded, approaching the terror. He reached for it, yelping when the dragon snapped at him with needle-like teeth.

"Oh, hey, there you are!" Johann cradled his injured hand as Jack calmly approached the terror, plucking it gently from the basket with his free hand. "Sorry about that," he said to Trader Johann. "He's just curious."

So was Jack, for that matter. He leaned over Mildew's basket, attempting to peer inside only to have the trader snap the lid shut before he could get a good look. He did, however, manage to catch a faint whiff of something floral.

"Taking after his owner, no doubt!" Johann teased.

"I'm not really his owner," Jack replied, struggling to hold the terror as it squirmed in his arms, clamoring up to his shoulders where it hissed at Johann. "We've only met a couple of times. Whoa, hey!"

Suddenly the terrible terror leaped from Jack's shoulders, landing on Toothless's head and causing the nightfury to leap back in surprise. Toothless's tail flailed, whipping into Hiccup's back and knocking the vial of squid ink from his hands.

"Hey!" Hiccup cried as the terror flew off. Toothless let out a low whine as he sniffed at the black smear across the deck of Johann's ship, Hiccup staring at the shattered pieces of clay forlornly. "Oh, it's gone."

"Oh, sorry lad, that was my last one," Johann apologized, sounding genuinely remorseful. "But rest assured I'll find that colossal squid and wrestle you another bottle."

Hiccup scooped up a shard of the ink bottle, not reassured by Johann's declaration.

"Sorry," Jack said, placing his hand on Toothless's head as the black dragon crooned sadly.

* * *

><p>When Jack and Hiccup arrived at the Dragon Training Academy that afternoon, it was to the sight of the twins shoving a huge, tribal statue towards the center of the ring. Hiccup watched, bemused, as Tuffnut huffed and puffed, his sister abandoning him in favor of greeting Jack. Baby Tooth glared at the female twin as she unsuccessfully flirted with her larger-half, calling the girl vulgar things in hummingbird.<p>

"How does that look?" Tuffnut asked, leaning against the statue as his chest heaved.

"Beautiful," his sister replied, leaning against Jack's shoulder. She lost her balance a moment later when Jack stepped away, earning a vindictive snicker from Baby Tooth.

"Wow," Hiccup breathed as he approached the academy's new centerpiece. "You got that just for the academy?"

"Yeah, we got it from Trader Johann," Tuffnut replied. "We had to give him our great-grandfather's skull, but we got to keep his clavicle."

Hiccup grinned, running his fingers over the intricately carved designs winding across the surface of the totem. "Wow. You know, it's about time you guys started taking some pride in this place."

"Duck."

"What?"

As he had been talking, Hiccup had not noticed Ruffnut approaching Barf-and-Belch. Tuffnut grabbed Hiccup's shoulder, pulling the scrawny teen down with him as his sister snapped her fingers. At her signal Barf-and-Belch launched a bolt of fire straight into the statues' face, sending it flying back a few feet and singeing the hairs on top of the boys' heads.

Snotlout grinned like a maniac.

"That. Was. AWESOME!" He threw himself onto Hookfang's saddle, grabbing onto his partner's horns as his excitement infected the dragon. "I wanna take a shot! FIRE!"

For once, Hookfang obeyed, shooting a globule of red-orange fire at the statue. It went flying back a few more feet, not quite as far as the zippleback had sent it.

Jack laughed as Stormfly and Meatlug joined in this new game, the deadly nadder firing her quills at the statue without her rider's instruction and the gronkle blasting it with one of her lava balls. Even Toothless was eager to take a shot at the statue, mouth parting to fire a plasma blast and-

_Hwech!_

...Huh?

Everyone stared in Toothless in shock as a weak puff of violet light flew from his mouth, dissipating mid-air before it had even come close to the statue. Toothless rubbed at his muzzle blearily, shaking his head before another weak bolt burst from his mouth involuntarily, flying straight at Snotlout's head.

"Whah!" the burly teen cried, flinching and covering his head instinctively. The others hardly noticed, each of them staring at Toothless in concern.

"Okay, that's strange..." Hiccup said, mainly to himself, as he approached his dragon.

"Hey!" Snotlout snapped, not pleased with being ignored. "Could you have your dragon cover his mouth when he sneezes?"

"I-I'm sorry, but that's never happened before." Toothless stared up at Hiccup miserably, shaking his head as he felt another sneeze coming and aiming it at the ground nearby when it did.

((Maybe he'll feel better after a good night's sleep?)) Baby Tooth offered, sounding more sure than she felt.

Jack desperately hoped she was right.

* * *

><p>Toothless was not feeling better after a good night's sleep.<p>

In fact, he had gotten much worse, the sneezing coming more frequently and his muscles aching and spasming to the point that he could no longer fly straight, as Hiccup had learned after a particularly painful crash-landing. Toothless groaned miserably at Hiccup, the noise tugging at Hiccup's heart. As much as he knew about dragons - which was in fact more than anyone else on Berk except for, maybe, Fishlegs - he knew next to nothing about treating draconic illnesses.

Toothless was not the only one affected. Walking the plaza, Jack had come across the blue terrible terror from the day before, lounging in the shade next to a flower bush with violet blooms. The poor thing was shaking and sneezing, groaning like Toothless was, crying out as Jack picked him up, ((_pain-pain-pain-pain-pain..._))

Gobber insisted he had a cure.

"This'll fix 'em right up!" the blacksmith exclaimed over a bubbling cauldron filled with a viscous, foul-smelling green liquid.

They were inside Hiccup's house, seated around the fire pit on the first floor. Hiccup was kneeling next to Toothless with both hands on the nightfury's muzzle as he tried to ease his friend's suffering. Jack sat a few feet away, terrible terror cradled in his arms as he stroked the poor creature's belly in slow, soothing circles. Baby Tooth was flying overhead, keeping to the rafters and out of Gobber's sight, but radiating _concern-fear-worry-sympathy-care_ for the ailing dragons.

"What is that?" Hiccup asked as Gobber approached him, cauldron swinging from his hook-hand.

"It's best no' ta ask," Gobber replied as he set the cauldron down in front of Toothless's muzzle. "And whatever ye do, don' touch it."

_Hwech_!

Gobber leaped back as Toothless sneezed, sending the cauldron flying and coating the front of his tunic with green goo.

"Well that's ruined," the blacksmith groaned as he bent and scooped up the now empty cauldron. "I'll never ge' tha' yak ta vomit again."

Neither Hiccup nor Jack had a chance to let that sink in before the door to Hiccup's hut was bursting open.

"Guys!" Astrid called, breath coming out in uneven pants and face coated with a sheen of sweat. "You gotta see this!"

* * *

><p>It was spreading. Astrid had lead the two of them outside where they found Barf-and-Belch, Hookfang, and Meatlug flailing mid-air. Their riders tried desperately to calm them, to get their flights back under control, but to no avail. Hiccup flinched as one of Hookfang's talons caught the length of one of Berk's raised braziers, sending himself and Snotlout in an uncontrolled spiral before he finally managed to get his talon unstuck and went flying into the dirt.<p>

"Help her, Hiccup!" Fishlegs cried from atop Meatlug. The poor gronkle was rotating in place, weaving up and down without any real direction. "She's sick! And I'm about to be... _blrrffgh..._"

Meatlug collided none too gracefully with the ground, Fishlegs pouring from her saddle moments later and collapsing into a bed of flowers.

"They'e all getting sick," Jack breathed, hold on the sick dragon in his arms unconsciously tightening. Hiccup's hut flew open again, Gobber stepping outside and taking in the sight of the dazed dragons.

"How do we stop this!" Hiccup cried, turning to his mentor with the sort of pleading expression he had not used since he was small. Gobber hummed thoughtfully to himself, scratching at his chin before his whole face suddenly lit up.

"Gothi! She'll know wha' ta do!"

* * *

><p>Gothi turned out to be an incredibly tiny, incredibly old woman with a face like an owl, wide-eyed and pointy-nosed, and silver hair tied into two uneven braids. She carried with her a bent walking stick decorated with polished dragon's teeth and wore a small helmet with thin, curling horns jutting up from the metal. Her home was built atop a small plateau overlooking the village, the inside of which was decorated with charms and talismans of every sort, most of them carved from wood or animal bones. A massive fire pit with foul-smelling flames already burning hot and bright made up the centerpiece of the main room, around which several boxes of sand were carefully arranged.<p>

The old woman set about inspecting the dragons eagerly, first looking over Toothless - his eyes, his mouth, his nostrils, his claws - and then doing the same to the terrible terror in Jack's hold. Jack watched, silently as she scooped up a set of cleanly picked bones from her fireside, holding them to her lips briefly before scattering them across the ground.

"I've heard Gothi can tell you when you're gonna die just by looking at your fingernails," Astrid whispered as the old woman inspected the lay of the bones. The moment she did, Fishlegs - who had, perhaps unwisely, left Meatlug in the care of Snotlout and the twins in favor of accompanying the others to Gothi's hut - tucked his hands behind his back. Part of a nervous habit, he let his tongue peek just the slightest bit beyond his lips.

"Aah, tha's jest an old wives' tale," Gobber reassured the teens as he approached the elder. "She looks at yer tongue."

Fishlegs clapped his hands over his mouth.

Ignoring them, Jack and Hiccup watched as Gothi grabbed up her walking stick and used it to trace lines in one of her sandboxes. Gobber leaned over her shoulder, inspecting the cryptic writings that few others in the village could decipher. As he stared at them, Jack watched the scribblings crawl across the dirt, lines rearranging themselves until the spelled:

((The dragons are having a reaction, not unlike an allergy.))

"She says they're reactin' ta something, like they're allergic," Gobber translated for those that did not have the Gift of Tongues.

"Allergic?" Hiccup parroted, arms around Toothless's neck. "To what?"

Again, Gothi began scribbling, and again, Gobber translated.

"To a moose... wearin' boots." Jack and Gothi stared at Gobber incredulously. "Shouldn' nae be to hard ta find."

Pain exploded across Gobber's forehead as Gothi struck him with her staff.

"I didn' nae think tha' was right," he muttered, rubbing the red spot left behind. For a tiny thing, Gothi was surprisingly strong.

"She said they're allergic to something _new_," Jack said, garnering odd looks from the others in the room save Gothi, who smiled warmly at him. "Something that came to the island recently."

"You can read her writing?" Fishlegs asked, eyes wide. Jack shrugged.

"That still looks like a moose," Gobber muttered, earning him another strike from the elder.

"There are a lot of new things on the island," Astrid pointed out. "Trader Johann was just here."

Gothi began to scratch into the dirt again, but before she could finish Jack felt a slight tug at the back of his tunic.

((What about the flowers?)) Baby Tooth whispered into Jack's ear, unnoticed by either of the adults in the room. ((I saw some of the dragons eating them, and I'm pretty sure that they weren't here before yesterday.))

Ice blue eyes widened in realization. He remembered, very suddenly, the floral scent from the baskets on Trader Johann's ship.

"What about the flowers?" he said, giving voice to Baby Tooth's idea. "The ones in the plaza?"

Gothi paused, looking up from her scritch-scratching to meet Jack's eyes. Baby Tooth pressed herself against the back of Jack's neck, hiding from the elder's piercing gaze. A moment later Gothi was writing again, leaving her last sentence unfinished.

((Do you know where the flowers came from? Who bought them?))

"No idea," Jack admitted. "But I remember Mildew bought some baskets from Trader Johann yesterday, and the baskets smelled like flowers."

Hiccup's head shot up at the mention of Mildew's name. "Fishlegs!" he shouted, causing the husky viking to jump. "Do you have your botany book with you?"

"Uuuuuhhh..." Fishlegs fumbled, patting himself down before withdrawing the book from the folds of his tunic. Everyone gathered around as he flipped through the pages, peering over the shoulders. "Okay, here it is. Chapter eight, poisonous plants..."

Anger burned in Hiccup's chest as Fishlegs began to read.

"The blue oleander. Very soft, perennial... and poisonous to reptiles."

Unconsciously Hiccup's fingers tightened into a fist, fingernails digging into his palms until they burned. Even Baby Tooth had to clasp her hands over her mouth to keep from shrieking in rage, though Jack could still feel her _fury-despair-anger-disgust_.

"Which means poisonous to dragons."

* * *

><p>After leaving Gothi's hut, Hiccup and Jack brought Toothless and the blue terror back to Hiccup's home, settling the two comfortably atop the nightfury's stone slab in hopes that getting some rest would help. Before leaving Hiccup grabbed the Book of Dragons from underneath his bed, and then they joined the others on the steps of the Great Hall where Fishlegs was pouring over his botany book in search of a cure.<p>

"I-i-i-t's no good," the husky blonde stammered through shuddering breaths, tears threatening to fall. "I've l-looked through the chapters on m-medicinal plants _and_ sp-pecial p-properties. There's nothing o-on blue oleander p-p-poisoning."

"Hey, relax Fishlegs," Astrid said, placing a surprisingly gentle hand on his shoulder. "We'll figure this out."

"I could freeze all of the plants," Jack offered, waving his staff in show. Fishlegs shook his head.

"Even if you did, it wouldn't d-do anything for the dragons who already ate the p-plant. We need a _cure_."

"Will this help?" Hiccup asked as he handed Fishlegs the Book of Dragons. "Maybe there's something on treating sick dragons."

Setting aside his botany book, Fishlegs accepted the larger tome, flipping it open and turning the pages more out of habit than anything else. "I don't think so. This book was originally created as a guide for dragon-slayers and all other information since is pretty much everything _we've _discovered on our own and- Of course! Snakes and spiders!"

Everyone stared at him blankly.

"Snakes and spiders!" Fishlegs repeated enthusiastically, as though he expected them to suddenly understand as he flipped furiously for the pages of the book. "When you get bitten by a poisonous spider, the antidote can be made from the venom of a creature that eats said spider, the snake. To get the antidote for a poisonous flower, we need the venom from a creature that eats said flower and that-!"

Fishlegs froze, face still split by a wide grin but falling every second. He had found the page he was looking for, depicting an ink illustration of an ocean-born dragon with a long, serpentine neck spraying out a cloud of what looked like steam. Jack peered over the page, reading the words 'scauldron' at the top.

"No venom," he read aloud.

Silence fell over the group.

For several moments nobody said anything. The twins exchanged mournful looks, Snotlout wrung his hands together, Astrid's shoulders shook with barely suppressed rage, and Fishlegs stared solemnly at the book in his hands. Jack threw a sympathetic look to Hiccup, feeling sorry not only for the lanky viking who loved his nightfury companion so deeply, but also for the reptilian creatures whose voices he could hear even now, crying out ((_pain-pain-pain-pain-pain_.)) His own body was beginning to hurt, muscles tightening and stomach twisting as their empathetic voices echoed in his head not only as the word 'pain' but as the exact degree to which they felt it.

A thunderous roar suddenly broke the silence, followed moments later by the pounding of wings against the air.

"Hiccup!" Stoick called as he and Thornado touched down in the plaza. "Put this in the Book of Dragons! Never fly on a stomach full of undercooked mutton. The Shivering Shores will never be the same!"

Stoick was smiling at the teens as he approached, laughing privately at his own joke, but as he neared the group and took in their grim expressions his own smile fell. Only now did he realize that none of their dragons were with them.

"What is it Hiccup? What's wrong?"

"Mildew poisoned the dragons!" Jack replied in place of the chief's son, leaping to his feet as he did. Stoick's eyes went wide as the white-haired boy continued. "He bought poisonous plants from Trader Johann, _knowing_ that they'd hurt the dragons!"

"He did what?" Stoick growled, feeling rage towards the old man as he never had before.

When he had been without a dragon of his own, Mildew's antics and hatred of dragons had been a mere annoyance. Now, however, he knew what it was like to be bonded to a dragon, knew how intimately a dragon and its rider were connected. Turning to Hiccup and taking in his solemn expression, he thought he understood now how badly Hiccup was hurting for Toothless's sake.

Expression hardening into a withering glare, the Hooligan chief said, "Let's go pay the old man a visit."

* * *

><p>"Wha- So what if I planted some flowers? The town square has never looked better! I was merely trying to spread some beauty and happiness." Mildew stroked the wool of his pet sheep, Fungus, as four sets of eyes glowered at him, not at all convinced by his plea of ignorance.<p>

Stoick had confronted the hermit in his hut on the outskirts of town, bringing along his son as well as Astrid and Jack. The children, he knew, were already convinced of the old man's guilt. If he were being perfectly honest, he would admit that he was as well, but as chief it was his duty to remain impartial.

"Since when have you cared about beauty or happiness?" Astrid growled, fingers twitching for the axe Chief Stoick had not allowed her to bring.

"You did this," Hiccup accused.

"Wha...?" Mildew's words broke off into a disbelieving laugh as Stoick glowered at him. "Well I had no inkling, Stoick, that these flowers had special properties. It's true, I'm no friend of the dragons, but in this case, on my life, I was not trying to harm them."

Stoick held the old man's gaze for several moments, hoping to break the old man. After a while, however, he sighed, turning and pushing the door to Mildew's hut open. "Let's go."

"What?" Jack stared at the chief incredulously. "You don't really believe this guy, do you!?"

"Let's _go_, Jack," Stoick repeated. "We have more important things to deal with, like getting the dragons taken care of."

Jack growled, hand tightening around his staff until his knuckles turned white and sending Mildew one last poisonous glare, but, reluctantly, he allowed himself to be ushered out of the hut by Stoick, Astrid and Hiccup following close behind. Once the door had shut behind them and they were on the winding dirt road back to the village Stoick placed a hand on Jack's slim shoulder and said, "Believe me, lad, he will get what's coming to him."

That only made Jack feel a little bit better.

* * *

><p>The sun had just set when the four of them arrived back in Berk. Astrid bid Hiccup and Jack goodnight before returning to her own home, do doubt eager to check up on Stormfly. Stoick and Hiccup similarly returned to their own home, Jack following them up to their doorstep only.<p>

"Tell Toothless I said 'get well soon,'" Jack said, waving to Hiccup as the brunette retreated into his home.

"I will," Hiccup replied. "Good night Jack."

"G'night, lad," Stoick had said over his son's head before shutting the door and leaving Jack nearly alone in the dark.

With the streets now empty of people, Baby Tooth emerged from Jack's purse, gleefully stretching her wings in the cool air as she did. The purse was a lot more cramped than Jack's hood had been. Alone in the night, wandering by the dim light of the half-moon, the two made their way from flower bush to flower bush, frosting the delicate plants down to the roots. Even if it would not help all of the dragons, it made the pair feel better.

"Lad?" Baby Tooth 'eeped,' disappearing into Jack's purse as Gobber appeared from the front door of his smithy-slash-dentistry-office. "Wha' are ye doin' out 'ere?"

Jack glanced around, wondering if Gobber had noticed him freezing the plants. The blue oleanders sparkled in the dim moonlight, rims of frost crusting their vibrant petals. It disgusted Jack that they should look so beautiful when they were putting innocent people through so much pain.

"Just walking around," Jack half-lied as Gobber made his way down the hill. Leaning on his staff, Jack gestured to the sky. "It looked like a nice night, and I needed the air."

"Well, ye're gonna freeze your toes off at this rate. Come inside, ah'll get ye somethin' warm ta put in yer belly."

Jack almost declined, but the promise of food proved too great to resist. With a slight nod, Jack allowed himself to be lead into the smithy, a sweat breaking out on his skin the moment he stepped within the confines of the heated space.

"Make yerself cozy," Gobber said as he bustled about the shop. "Ah'll jes be a momen'."

Complying silently, Jack slid himself onto a wooden stool, staring at the dying fire of the forge blankly. Baby Tooth was trying to console him with soothing emotions, but he could still feel echoes of the dragons' _pain pain pain_. He thought about Tory, clutching her dragon toy to her chest and babbling excitedly about the dragon she would ride someday. What did she think of all of this?

"Ah, 'ere ye are, lad." Appearing seemingly from nowhere, Gobber shoved a steaming mug of frothy yellow liquid in his face. "This'll warm ye right up."

"Thanks," Jack muttered as he accepted the mug with one hand, not mentioning that he felt too warm already. The mug cooled the moment his fingers brushed it, and it took all of his willpower to not frost it over while Gobber watched. Still, by the time he raised the mug to his lips to take the first sip steam was no longer rising from the surface.

"Ah know ye're still worried about the dragons, lad, but we'll figger somethin' out. Wee Hiccup's a brilliant one, an' he'd do anything for those winged lizards."

"I know," Jack replied, fiddling with his staff. "I just, uh... I wish I could _do _something."

Jack felt a consoling arm on his shoulder, and once again he thought to North.

"Fishlegs says that if we had the poison from something that eats the blue oleander we could use it as a cure," he went on. He paused, took another sip of mead, and then continued, "But the only creature that comes to mind is a scauldron, and they don't even _have_ venom."

"Wha' are ye goin' on about? Scauldrons 'ave venom."

"What?" Jack stared at Gobber, eyes wide. "But the Book of Dragons said-"

"The book is wrong," Gobber cut him off. "I've dealt with a scauldron before. They're sixty feet long with razor sharp teeth. It'll shoot boiling water that'll melt the flesh from yer bones. The scauldron has no fear, no conscience, but wha' a scauldron does have is venom, an' lots o' it!"

Jack sat up straighter and straighter in the stool as Gobber spoke, eyes going wide and a grin pulling at his lips. Inside the purse Baby Tooth's wings buzzed excitedly as she sang _hope-good-we-do-go-find-we-will-us-strong-go!_

"So we just have to go find a scauldron!" Jack cried, leaping to his feet. Gobber stared at him, jaw dropping for a moment.

"Aye, we _jes_ have ta find a merciless sea-monster an' politely ask it for some o' it's venom," he snarked as Jack swiftly drained the contents of his mug, wiping his lips on the back of his glove before slamming it down on the counter.

"C'mon!" the white-haired immortal cried, ignoring the blacksmith's snark. "Let's go wake up Hic!"

* * *

><p>A miserable whine vibrated in Toothless's throat, despite the soothing hands rubbing behind his head-fins. Hiccup sighed, leaning his slim frame against the dragon's back and wrapping his arms around Toothless's shoulders.<p>

"I am so sorry, Toothless," he whispered. With his cheek pressed against the nightfury's glossy black scales he could feel how cold his friend had become, his inner fire dimmed by Mildew's poisonous flowers. As much as Mildew had annoyed him in the past, Hiccup had never wanted so badly to _hurt _the old man as he did now.

The blue terror - Hiccup had contemplated giving it a name, only to realize it probably would not have need of one for much longer - whined piteously behind him, curled up against Toothless's side for what little body heat they were able to share. It was so unfair, Hiccup thought, that Mildew's plan not only hurt Berk's trained dragons, but also the playful wild ones that just happened to pass through at the wrong time.

If any of them died, he was going to kill Mildew.

Hiccup was certain his father would not stop him. Upon returning to their hut they had found that Thornado had also come down with the oleander poisoning, their pungent aroma proving to be enough to infect the powerful dragon. Stoick had yet to even come indoors, remaining outside in the brisk night air to tend to the suffering thunderdrum. Though they had only been together a short time, Hiccup knew that his father and Thornado loved and trusted one another; Stoick would not let Mildew live long enough to celebrate the death of the dragons if it came to that.

A sudden rapid banging from downstairs snapped Hiccup from his increasingly dark thoughts.

"Hiccup!" Jack's voice called from downstairs. "Hiccup, get down here right now!"

Pressing his forehead to Toothless's muzzle, Hiccup said, "Be right back, bud." Toothless trilled softly as Hiccup stood, prosthetic leg squeaking as he made his way swiftly down the stairs.

The moment he yanked open the front door, Hiccup found himself faced with the grinning face of Jack Frost, Gobber and Stoick standing a little ways away outside his hut.

"Scauldrons have venom!" Jack cried.

For several moments Hiccup just stared at Jack, the words not quite sinking in, but when they did he felt his lips begin to curl into a wide grin matching the one that split Jack's face. "Scauldrons have venom?" Jack nodded eagerly, and an incredulous laugh escaped from Hiccup's throat. "Scauldrons have venom!"

"That they do, lad!" Gobber cried with a hearty laugh. "That they do."

Stoick looked between the three of them, wondering what the Hel was wrong with everyone he knew.

* * *

><p>A low mist hung over the surface of the ocean, the water as still and smooth as glass on that particular night. Hiccup shivered, pulling his fur vest tighter around himself as he leaned over the edge of the longboat, searching the water for some trace of green wings. The scent of saltwater mixed with the aroma of the blue oleanders filling the baskets stacked in the deck of the ship burned his nostrils, but he could live with that.<p>

"This is an outrage!"

Mildew's incessant complaining, on the other hand, he could do without.

"I dug up the flowers!" the hermit groused. "I did my part!"

"We're all out here because of you, Mildew," Stoick growled, looking at the old man sideways as he, too, scanned the water for some sign of a scauldron. "If we have to put our lives at risk, then so do you."

Behind him, Gobber, Sven, Mulch, and Bucket grumbled and nodded in unison, shooting the hermit icy glares as they rotated the oars. Mildew scoffed, waving them off.

"You have no proof, Stoick. You can't blame me every time something goes amiss with your precious dragons." Mildew shoved his way past Hiccup and Jack, ignoring the looks he was garnering from the others on the ship.

"Can we throw him in the ocean?" Jack asked.

"No," Stoick replied, eyes still to the water.

"Please?"

Stoick opened his mouth to say 'no' again, and then hesitated. Mildew fixed the chief with a look of pure disbelief.

"All right Stoick," Gobber said, approaching the Hooligan chief with a wooden bucket hanging from his hook. "What's the plan?"

Taking the bucket from his friend, Stoick turned to Hiccup, expression stern. "Hiccup, when Gobber and I secure the scauldron's head, Sven will wedge its jaw open. We'll need you to-"

"Drain the poison into this bucket. Got it." Hiccup took the bucket. "Let's get started."

Jack set aside his staff and joined Hiccup in grabbing the flower baskets and scattering their contents overboard. Soon the water surrounding their vessel was decorated with hundreds of tiny blooms, and again Jack was disgusted by how pretty they looked. Only one basket remained untouched, sitting innocuously on the deck where it would remain until they were ready for it.

Hours passed. As the night wore on the sense of unease that held the crew in the beginning evaporated, leaving the vikings tired and bored. Jack leaned on his staff as he stared out into the water, Hiccup standing nearby and struggling to stay awake. Only Mildew remained alert. If anything, he seemed to become more agitated as the time passed.

"Ah, this is not working. It was a stupid idea to begin with."

Lips curling into a disgusted sneer, Hiccup started for Mildew, stopping only when Stoick placed a large hand on his chest, raising the other one in a placating gesture. "Easy son, that's not why we're here."

Gobber pointed at something in the water. "But that is."

Everyone rushed to the side of the ship, leaning over the railing in order to get a look at the massive wings of the sea-green dragon as it glided through the water underneath their ship. Jack's eyes widened in surprise; the scauldron did not look at all like the horrifying monster Gobber had described. It looked rather pretty, in fact, with the moon- and starlight rippling over its wings, giving it an ethereal look.

"Scauldron," Stoick whispered as its head came up to snatch some of the blue oleanders from the ocean surface near the ship.

Suddenly Jack was leaning over the side of the railing, waving his hand and crying out, "Hey! Hey, over here! We need to talk to you!"

"Lad, are ye nuts!?" Gobber cried, grabbing the back of Jack's tunic with his good hand and yanking him back inside the ship. "What do ye think yer doin'?"

"Trying to get its attention," Jack replied without taking his eyes off of the scauldron. Even with Gobber tugging at his tunic he leaned forward, still waving. "Hey!"

The scauldron's back broke the ocean surface first, and with a hissing noise and a spray of saltwater its head was alongside the ship. Its face was narrower than Jack had thought, but with a large sack attached to the underside of its throat that bobbed every time it moved. Blinking its large, pearly eyes, it stared curiously at the wingless in the longboat, all of whom were staring at it with wide, frightened eyes. All of them, that is, except for two.

((_You-what-you? Wingless-no-speak-you-speak-wingless-you? Dragon-you?_))

Slipping free of Gobber's grasp, Jack scooped up the last basket of blue oleanders, motioning for Hiccup to come closer. Snapping out of his stupor, Hiccup grabbed the bucket they had set aside for the scauldron's venom, approaching the wild dragon cautiously even as it fixed its gaze to Jack.

"My name is Jack," he was saying to the sea-dragon, appearing completely unafraid even as the scauldron's jaw unhinged to reveal two rows of fine, needle-like teeth. "Some of my friends are very sick, and we need your help."

Unheeded by the two teenagers and the dragon, the rest of the crew stared, eyes wide and mouths agape. Gobber leaned over to his best friend and whispered into the chief's ear, "Ah may need ta change mah skivvies."

((_Wingless-sick-me-no-wingless-me-no-help-wingless._))

"They're not humans," Jack replied. "They're dragons. They were poisoned by these flowers-" Jack held the basket out to the scauldron, removing the lid to reveal its contents "-and we think your venom can cure them."

The cat-like pupils of the scauldron's eyes suddenly rounded out. ((_Cousins-sick-mad-scared-hurt-sorry-protect-protect._))

Jack smiled. Waving Hiccup closer, he continued, "We just need to drain some of your poison into this bucket." Hiccup held the bucket towards the dragon. "We'll give you the rest of these flowers afterwards?"

The scauldron blinked, inspecting Jack first, then Hiccup and the bucket. Then its jaw parted. The adults on the ship jumped, half-expecting an attack, but the scauldron simply lowered its head to Hiccup. It placed its front teeth over the rim of the bucket, pinching the wood between its narrow jaw and, with a slight hissing sound, secreted a clear, oily substance with a wet squelch. The poison dripped until the bucket was half-full, and then the scauldron released its hold, serpentine tongue swiping over its bulbous chin as it lapped up the poison dripping over its slick skin.

"Thank you," Jack whispered as he held out the flower basket.

With a quick snap of its jaws the scauldron plucked the basket out of his hands, crooning, ((_You-Icicle-good-Icicle-protect-cousins-happy-good-good_.)) Then it was sliding beneath the waves, tail snapping up as it disappeared and sending a spray of saltwater over the ship.

"We did it." Jack's voice coming out as barely a whisper. He rounded on Hiccup, a grin threatening to tear his face in half. "Hiccup, we did i-"

He froze as he saw how Hiccup was staring at him. The lanky viking's eyes were wide, pupils dilated, and his mouth moved soundlessly as he tried and failed to put to words the questions that were running through his head a mile a minute. Furrowing his eyebrows, Jack turned to Stoick and Gobber to ask what was wrong, only to find they were staring at him with the same stupefied expressions as Hiccup.

"...Why is everyone staring at me like that?"

Mildew responded first, fixing Jack with a stink eye and shaking his finger at him accusingly. "I-I-I knew there was something not right about you." He instantly whirled to face Stoick, his voice rising to a wail as he shrieked, "Sorcery! That boy is an abomination! Not natural! I told you he wasn't normal!"

Snapping out of his stupor, Stoick fixed the hermit with a hard stare. "Mildew..." He hardly noticed his son shoving the bucket into Jack's arms.

"Don't 'Mildew' me! We need to get rid of him now, before he does more harm! Cast him into the ocean and leave him to di-"

Mildew's tirade was cut short as Hiccup's fist collided with his face. The old man went sprawling to the ground with a loud _crack_, going limp as he lost consciousness. Cursing under his breath, Hiccup nursed his now smarting knuckles as he glared at Mildew venomously.

He pointedly ignored the fact that everyone on the ship was now fixing _him _with the same expressions they had been fixing Jack with moments ago.

* * *

><p>"So, you can talk to dragons?"<p>

It had been posed as a question, but Hiccup already knew the answer. The two boys sat at the edge of Toothless's slate, Hiccup on his knees facing the nightfury and Jack cross-legged next to him with the blue terrible terror resting contentedly in his lap. They had only just finished applying the scauldron's antidote to the two reptiles. Baby Tooth trilled from her perch atop Toothless's head and the nightfury warbled something back to her. With nothing left to do but wait and see if the dragons recovered, Hiccup decided that now would be as good a time as any to address what had happened on the ship.

"Yeah..." Jack admitted, not looking up from the terror curled up in his lap. He stroked the dragon's round belly in slow, soothing circles as he waited for any sign of the dragons' recovery. "Actually, it's not just dragons. I can understand all languages, human or animal, or anything else." He shrugged. "That's why I can understand Baby Tooth. And you."

Hiccup blinked. "Me?"

"I don't actually speak Norse," Jack clarified. Finally he turned to face Hiccup, a slightly sheepish expression on his face. "It's old magic, called the Gift of Tongues. I can understand any language I hear or read."

"That's incredible."

Jack shrugged. "It's useful, I guess, but I wouldn't call it incredible. I actually think you're more amazing."

"Wh-what?" Heat flooded Hiccup's face and he feared that if he looked into a mirror at that moment he would find his face was as red as Toothless's artificial tail-fin. "I-I mean, uh, wh-what makes you say that?" Not exactly his smoothest moment, he would admit.

A wistful smile appeared on Jack's face and his gaze again fell to the tiny dragon in his lap. Baby Tooth chirped, opalescent wings twitching slightly and Hiccup for the first time found himself actually wondering what she had said.

"You know, I had no idea that you couldn't understand your dragons. I mean, it's been a couple of weeks and all this time I never even noticed. You talk and then Toothless talks back and it doesn't sound one-sided at all. I've seen people go to war with each other just because they couldn't understand each other's language but you guys..." Here Jack paused. Again the spirit's gaze shifted, and when his ice-colored eyes met Hiccup's emerald the brunette felt his breath catch in his throat. "You don't speak the same language, and you don't look alike, but all of you live together peacefully. I think that's way more amazing than me being lucky enough to have the Gift of Tongues."

"U-uhm..." Hiccup forced himself to turn his gaze back to Toothless. He was unable to ignore the slightly teasing expression the sick dragon was fixing him with. "I never thought of it like that. I mean, I knew that dragons were smart and that they could understand us but..." He paused, cleared his throat, and attempted to will his blush away before turning back to Jack. "You really had no idea?"

Jack shook his head. "None what-so-freaking-ever."

Toothless let out his usual _goff goff goff_, drawing the boys' attention. Hiccup smiled and scratched behind Toothless's head-fins. The black dragon cooed in delight before pushing himself upright and bringing his face close to Hiccup's. The lanky viking yelped and Jack and Baby Tooth burst out laughing as suddenly Hiccup was shoved onto his back and Toothless began mercilessly covering him with big, wet dragon kisses.

"Aw, Toothless, gross! Stop! That doesn't wash out!"

"Get 'im Toothless!" Jack cheered between peals of laughter. "Dragons versus Vikings! Who will win?"

Jack's terror chirped and scrambled up onto his shoulder so as to better watch Hiccup drown in nightfury saliva.

"Oh, thanks a lot!" Hiccup cried, as he was mocked mercilessly by the spirit and his fairy. On the bright side, he thought, at least the dragons were feeling better.

* * *

><p>Stoick knew from experience that agitated pacing solved nothing. Still, that did not stop his feet from moving. Dawn had yet to break over Berk, and still the chief had not gotten any rest that night. It had been little over an hour since the vessel had sailed back into port and they had dosed each of the dragons with the supposed antidote. Now the Hooligan Chief was pacing at his dragon's side, waiting for some sign of recovery.<p>

And, well, thinking some things over.

Hiccup and Jack had both retreated inside, his son racing to Toothless's side the moment his feet had hit the docks and Jack tending to the little terror curled up against the nightfury's warmth. They had yet to speak a word about what had happened on the ship and, honestly, Stoick was unsure if he wanted to.

There were a lot of mysteries revolving around that boy. As far as Stoick knew, even Jack did not know everything about himself, having lost his memory sometime before washing up on the shores of Berk. Clearly he did not think there was anything strange about being able to speak to dragons, but was that because it was commonplace wherever he came from, or simply because he did not remember otherwise? _Was_ Mildew right, was Jack something inhuman? Or was he just a little different, the way Hiccup was?

So lost in his thoughts, Stoick did not notice the door of his hut swinging open, nor did he notice the sound of boots and dragon paws and bare feet padding across the grass.

"Dad," Hiccup's voice finally caught his attention. "They're coming around."

Stoick turned to his son, whose arms were draped around Toothless's neck as the nightfury stared up at him with what was probably a relieved expression. Jack stood at Hiccup's side, blue terrible terror perched on his shoulders and chirping happily as it curled its tail around the boy's thin neck.

Turning to his own dragon, Stoick found Thornado gazing up at him warmly. The thunderdrum stretched his wings, raising to his feet as he purred to his rider as though to say 'thank you.'

A relieved laugh escaped Stoick as he called out, "Thornado!" Before he knew what he was doing he had dropped to his knees, brushing his forehead against his dragon's muzzle as Thornado continued to purr.

"I didn't know you guys couldn't speak to your dragons," Jack explained as he watched the chief's display. "You just get along so well, I thought..." He trailed off, ending his sentence with a shrug.

((_Good-happy-relief-hope-good-us-yes_,)) Thornado purred in response. Rising to his feet, Stoick fixed Jack with a warm look.

"Thank you, for saving my dragon."

Jack smiled, twirling the shepherd's crook in his hands.

Behind him, Hiccup was rubbing Toothless's muzzle. The nightfury cooed in glee as his rider asked, "How are you feeling there, bud?"

In response Toothless tipped his head back. Opening his jaw, he shot out a plasma bolt, a proper, large one, which flew over the sky of Berk and exploded with a thunderous _crack_. Ash and dissipating white embers rained down over the slowly greying sky, and a moment later Thornado was celebrating the same way, letting a resounding roar loose that echoed over the whole of the island. Even the terrible terror - he really needed a name, the chief decided - launched a spurt of flame into the sky, less impressive than the two larger dragons', sure, but no less beautiful.

"Come," Stoick said, pushing open the door to his hut and ushering the boys and their dragons inside. "It's high time we got some rest."

* * *

><p>After that it became something of a habit for Jack to sleep inside their house. Stoick did not mind. He knew that Jack had been sleeping somewhere in the woods - in a tent, Hiccup had assured him - and it was something of a relief to have the boy living within the village. Three days later, when Stoick crept into his son's room in the dawn's early light, he was greeted with the sight of his son sleeping soundly in his bed and Jack, somehow or other, sleeping up in the rafters, staff held close to his chest like a beloved childhood toy and one leg dangling freely in the air. A nostalgic smile crept to Stoick's face at the sight; Valka had possessed the same bizarre ability to sleep soundly nearly anywhere.<p>

As stealthily as a man his size could, Stoick slipped into the room carrying in his large hands two gifts for the sleeping boys.

When Hiccup and Jack woke several hours later Stoick was long gone, having taken off on Thornado to attend to his chieftain duties. There on Hiccup's desk, however, they found evidence of his visit; an unbroken bottle filled with pure squid ink, and a wolf-skin cloak and mask.

* * *

><p>(Author's Note: So, to reiterate, Stoick hasn't moved on, Mildew's a dick, and Hiccup gained a level in bad ass. Anyway, I've been rereading my chapters - several times in fact - and I <em>still<em> keep finding little mistakes in my writing; mostly small grammatical errors but other silly things to (I think I used the word 'size' somewhere when I meant to type 'side,' but now I can't find it). I'm still going back and fixing these, but if anyone notices one and wants to message me to point it out, that would be much appreciated.

Also, this will be the last update for a little while. I had these five chapters all typed up (if a bit dodgy) on last Thursday, but chapter six is still underway.)
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**Chapter 6: The Heather Report**

((_Us-fearless-fastest-strongest-us-we-together-fly-go-go-go!_))

"Yeah! Come on, bud! Here we go buddy! Come on, Toothless!"

Boy-and-dragon weaved through Berk's dense forests, gliding effortlessly around the trees before shooting into the open sky as they rocketed past the bright red banner that served as their checkpoint. Far below the cliffs where the flag was raised Berk's Dragon Academy stood, and inside the ring six teenagers watched the nightfury-pair pierce the air with expressions of awe.

"Here they come!" Astrid shouted as Fishlegs marked the time on his sundial.

Jack grinned, cupping his free hand around his mouth to cheer, "Yeah! Go Hic! Go Toothless!" On one shoulder Baby Tooth rolled her mismatched eyes. On the other shoulder Wodensfang, the blue terrible terror Jack had recently named, let out a cute yawn accompanied by a ring of white smoke.

Hiccup and Toothless shot out to open sea, slingshotting past the second check point. Again, Fishlegs scratched a mark into the sundial.

"Let's go! We got it!" Hiccup cried as he and his other half sped through the last stretch of their course. The air around them shrieked as they passed the last banner, turned sharply in mid-air, and raced back to the academy, each of them soaked with the other's sweat and hearts pounding in sync.

"Yup! It's a new course record!" Fishlegs exclaimed moments before Hiccup and Toothless entered the ring side-by-side. Searching out the faces of his friends - and trying not to stare when he saw that the twins had somehow once again gotten the horns of their helmets tangled - Hiccup found Jack positively beaming at him, and could do nothing to stop the proud smirk that appeared on his own face.

"So, how'd we do?" he asked, placing his hands on his hips and puffing out his chest just a little. Baby Tooth glowered at him.

"Not bad kiddo!" Jack replied, oblivious to how his well-meant nickname caused the lanky viking to deflate. "You broke the course record!"

"_However!_" Fishlegs cut in, stepping in front of Jack in order to catch Hiccup's gaze. "While you and Toothless are still _technically _the fastest, someone - and I won't mention who - is gaining significant ground."

Baby Tooth snickered as the satisfied smirk fell from Hiccup's face. He glanced around, eyes first landing on the twins, still struggling to disentangle their helmets - seriously, _how_!? - before turning to Astrid. The sapphire-eyed viking had her back turned to him, attention all on Stormfly as she affectionately scratched the deadly nadder's chin, but the moment she felt eyes on her back she threw a glance over her shoulder, catching Hiccup's gaze and flashing him a satisfied smirk of her own.

"How can that be?" Hiccup placed a hand on Toothless's head, scratching the head-fins as he asked, "How can Toothless be getting slower?"

"He's not. Stormfly's getting faster," Fishlegs explained.

Baby Tooth shot Hiccup a smug grin.

Ignoring the frost-fairy, Hiccup turned to Astrid with a sly look. "Oh _really_? Is that so?" Taking a step towards the deadly nadder-pair, he asked, "Anything you'd like to share, Astrid?"

Astrid chuckled, continuing to stroke Stormfly's chin as she replied, "Let's just say I'm experimenting with what she eats. Apparently, it's working... and making you mad."

((_Yum-yum-feathered-food-yum-good-makes-strong-makes-fast!_)) Stormfly squawked. ((_Without-Teeth-Hiccup-fastest-hah!-Flies-Astrid-in-Storm-faster-faster-fastest!_)) Her triumphant crowing ended with a loud belch and a spurt of flame that smelled suspiciously like barbeque.

Before Hiccup could pry further or Jack could question Astrid on what Stormfly meant by 'feathered food,' a loud, obnoxious voice cut through the air, whoo-ing and yeah-ing as Hookfang looped in wide circles over the academy three times before finally touching down just outside the gate.

"You will not believe what I just found!" Snotlout exclaimed as Hookfang crawled down into the arena. His arms were crossed, his expression cocky, and his chest puffed out more than usual.

"A half a brain?" Jack ventured a guess.

Snotlout shot him a furious look, scoffing before saying, "_Nooooooo,_ Ice-brain. I already _have _half a brain."

"My bad," Jack replied with a roll of his eyes as Baby Tooth snickered. "Clearly, I was mistaken."

"Yes, you were." Snotlout was unsure of why he felt like he had not exactly won that confrontation.

"Uh, hey, you said you found something?" Hiccup asked. "Because if not then we're kinda in the middle of something..."

"Oh, I found something, and just for the record, I already called dibs."

* * *

><p>The late afternoon had melted into early evening by the time the Riders of Berk touched down on the isolated section of beach on the east side of the island Snotlout had lead them too. The area was very far out of the way, tucked against the side of the cliff and accessible only by boat or by dragon flight. Jagged rocks punctuated the small stretch of sand giving it an unfriendly look and the other riders had to wonder what had drawn Snotlout to this beach in the first place.<p>

Wedged between two of these crooked boulders was a small fishing vessel. The ship was upturned so the brine covered underside was raised to the sky and the wood was cracked and splintered in places. Half of the sail hung over the side of the hull where the ship's cabin was propped up against the rocks, and several pieces of what Hiccup presumed to be the mast were strewn about the sand nearby.

"Huh, a wrecked boat on Berk," Tuffnut scoffed as he climbed down from Belch's head. "Yeah, there's something new."

Ignoring him, Snotlout crossed the sand eagerly, grinning like a madman as he told the other riders, "Just remember, I saw it first, so it's mine."

With that said he knelt by the ship, pushing back the sail to reveal the hollow space beneath the deck. The teenagers gathered around, clustering at the small wedge between ship and sand that was just large enough to fit one person; one young girl, approximately their age, with olive skin and silky black hair tied into a braid, in this case.

"Whoa," Tuffnut breathed as he stared at the unconscious figure lying in the sand. "Now I like the boat."

"Remember, I get to keep her!" Snotlout boasted, earning a combination of disbelieving, exasperated, and disgusted looks from the others.

"Snotlout, it's a person!" Astrid snapped.

"Right? How lucky is that?"

"Be careful," Jack teased. "She might transform into a giant and eat you."

Snotlout shot him a dirty look.

Ignoring Jack and his obnoxious cousin, Hiccup crawled underneath the deck towards the girl. Placing his hand on her shoulder, he gave a gentle shake. "Uh, hey. Hey there."

The girl was still for a moment. Hiccup was preparing himself to drag her out when suddenly she moved, fingers twitching as she let out a soft, barely audible groan. Behind him Tuffnut and Snotlout leaned forward eagerly, stupid grins plastered to their faces as she lifted hers from the sand. At first she hardly seemed to notice them, blinking away the spots in her vision as she swiped away the sand clinging to her face. Her vision focused all at once, however, and when it did she let out a frightened gasp, retreating into the dark space beneath her battered ship in an attempt to put as much distance between herself and these strangers as possible.

"It's okay!" Hiccup insisted, raising one hand in defense and speaking on gentle tones. "We're friends." The look Snotlout was giving her was more than friendly.

The girl just stared at them, chest heaving and sweat trickling down the side of her face. Her lips moved, soundlessly, as she tried to ask where she was, and moments later she had fallen into a coughing fit. "D-do you have any water?" she finally managed to rasp out through tears.

Snotlout, Tuffnut, and Fishlegs tripped over themselves as they rushed to offer their own water-skins to the mysterious girl. They shoved and elbowed one another, spattering water all over the already wet sand. Finally Snotlout managed to shove the other two into the ground. Offering the girl his now only half-full water-skin, he put on what he thought was a smooth expression and said, "Allow me."

"Thank you," she breathed as she accepted the water-skin. She drank greedily, throat bobbing and trails of water trickling down her chin and disappearing underneath her tunic. When she was done she swiped one hand against her moist lips, handing Snotlout his water-skin back with the other. "W-wh-where am I?"

"You're on Berk," Hiccup explained, holding his hand out to help her out. A moment later, however, he was shoved aside not by Snotlout or one of the other boys, but by Toothless who had grown bored of waiting and wanted to meet his new person himself.

The girl shrieked, once again pressing herself against the splintered wood of the ship as Hiccup placed his hands on Toothless's muzzle and tried to shove him back out. "Uh, don't be afraid. He won't hurt you."

((_Caution-stranger-new-smell-what-she-good?-stranger-good?_)) Toothless crooned as he slipped out from underneath the ship.

Hiccup stood, once again offering his hand to the girl as Jack stood nearby, hand on Toothless's muzzle to keep the nightfury from shoving forward again. "Hey, come out. It's okay."

Stepping back from the shipwreck and ushering the others to do the same, Hiccup made a space for the girl to crawl out into the sunlight. She did, elegant green eyes going wide as she took in the sight of not only Toothless eyes narrowed and wings flared to make him look bigger, but also Wodensfang perched on Jack's shoulder, Barf-and-Belch staring at her curiously with both sets of eyes, Meatlug lounging in the sand, Stormfly preening, and Hookfang playing with a seashell.

Turning once again to Toothless, she saw Hiccup raise his palm to the dragon. "Easy bud," he whispered, and instantly the nightfury's wings went slack and his slitted pupils rounded out, a friendly coo rising from his throat.

"How did you do that?" she breathed. "Was it magic?"

"What?" Hiccup laughed, waving his hand dismissively. "No no no, that was just-"

"_Nothing_," Snotlout cut him off. "Watch _this._ Hookfang! Get your butt over here!"

Head snapping up from his seashell, the rust-colored monstrous nightmare glared at his rider. Then he leaped into the air, powerful wings stirring up clouds of sand as he flew away from be beach, rapidly shrinking into a mere speck in the distance.

Snotlout stared in shock, the girl wearing a similar expression on her face.

"Good boy Hookfang!" Jack called, earning yet another withering glare from the burly viking. Turning to the girl, he offered her a snow-white smile. "That dragon's too smart for his rider."

"Hey!"

The girl laughed, tucking her hair behind her ear. She smiled at Jack warmly and said, "Heather."

"Jack," the Winter spirit replied. "And this is Snotlout, Fishlegs, Tuffnut and Ruffnut, Astrid, and-"

"And I would be Hiccup." Hiccup stepped forward to introduce himself.

"Well its nice to meet you all," Heather replied, eyes still on Jack.

Astrid took a step forward, inserting herself into the conversation. "So Heather, what happened to you?"

Instantly Heather's smile fell. She began playing with her hands, eyes cast to the sand as she explained, "My family and I were on our way home to our island when our boat was attacked by pirates." Her eyes swam with unshed tears.

"I wanna be a pirate!"

Everyone turned to Tuffnut, Heather's expression one of horror while the others stared at him in disgust. Tuffnut's stupid grin fell, and he placed his hand on his chin contemplatively.

"Or a fish cleaner. I'm still on the fence." His sister dug her elbow into his ribs.

Clearing her throat, Astrid turned back to Heather. Casting the other girl a sympathetic look she urged, "You were saying?"

"They attacked our boat and took us back to our island... laying siege to it. I was able to escape, but my mother and father... they weren't so lucky." She curled in on herself, head bowing as she clutched her hands to her chest. Slowly her shoulders began to tremble as she fought to hold back tears.

"Stupid pirates!" Tuffnut shouted. "I'm definitely gonna be a fish cleaner."

"Well, you're safe now," Jack said, reaching out slowly to place his hand on her shoulder. He held it there for a moment, and when she did not pull away he gave a light, reassuring squeeze. "You see my buddy Hiccup here? His dad's the chief. We'll make sure you get taken care of."

Heather sniffed and swiped at her eyes, the tears coming to a halt before they had truly begun. She met his gaze, a weak smile pulling at the corners of her lips. Then she threw her arms around his back, startling Jack and causing Wodensfang to leap from his perch as she pulled him into a hug. Jack stiffened, arms tense as he stared at Hiccup over her shoulder. Hiccup offered no help, only staring at him with an unreadable expression.

Finally, Heather released her hold. Jack offered her an awkward smile as she said, "Thank you."

"Don't mention it," Jack replied as Wodensfang settled back down on his shoulder.

One by one, the riders mounted their dragons. With little effort Hiccup was able to convince Heather to climb onto Toothless's saddle behind him. With his attention on the newcomer he hardly noticed Astrid hanging back. The viking girl knelt before the gap under Heather's boat, eying the shadows suspiciously but spotting nothing out of the ordinary. Still, for no reason she could put into words, Astrid felt the faintest impression of eyes boring into hers, as though the shadows were staring back at her.

Pulling herself to her feet, Astrid jogged to her dragon's side, heart pounding a bit more fiercely than she would have liked to admit. It was a feeling she had not experienced since she was very small and thought the shapes in the dark were monsters coming to get her. She pulled herself into Stormfly's saddle, allowing Jack to settle behind her as his usual spot on Toothless's saddle was currently occupied.

"Hey, don't forget we're meeting tomorrow to work on our times," the viking girl called over as she strapped herself into her harness. "Unless you want Stormfly to be the fastest one in the Book of Dragons."

"Yeah, that's definitely not gonna happen. We will be there," Hiccup called back. Both he and Astrid remained oblivious to the amused looks Jack and Heather exchanged. "Okay," Hiccup said, addressing Heather, "Hang on."

Stormfly took off first, kicking back a spray of sand as Toothless shot after her. Heather's hold on Hiccup tightened, the shipwrecked girl at first terrified, before adrenaline kicked in and she was grinning ear to ear.

They were already too far away to hear Snotlout's voice calling from the beach. "Uh, hey! Can I get a ride from someone?"

* * *

><p>Stoick had been more than happy to allow Heather to stay in his home. He bustled about the small hut, attempting in his own clumsy way to make it look clean and hospitable. Jack suspected that the Hooligan Chief was looking forward to having a woman in the house to help with the chores.<p>

Hiccup's spring-loaded prosthetic squeaked as he lead Heather up the stairs to his room, which he had offered to her for the time being. "All right, just this way, watch your step, and here we are."

Though the room was small and plainly furnished, Heather marveled at it. Toothless cooed at her from atop his stone slab as she looked about, eyes jumping from him to the desk where several of Hiccup's drawings lay scattered to the single bed (here she raised an eyebrow; had Stoick not said that the two boys shared the room?) before turning to Hiccup.

"It was nice of your father to let me stay here," she said. "I'm sorry I'm kicking you... two..? out of your bed."

"Aw, no, it's fine," Hiccup replied, waving her off. "I'm, uh, I'm happy to do it."

"And I don't really like beds anyway." Turning, Heather faced Jack, who had followed after her up the stairs. "I just, uh, yeah. I sleep in the rafters."

Heather's eyes went wide, and then she laughed.

"Until we can find you a safe place to go, consider Berk your home."

Heather smiled at Hiccup, holding his gaze until the flickering candlelight drew it to his desk. "What are these?" she asked, gesturing to the drawings scattered across his desk and pinned to his wall. "They're really cool."

"A new saddle for Toothless," Hiccup explained as he pointed out the charcoal-etched drawings of saddle designs and tail-fin components. "We're trying to get some extra speed so we can stay on top of Astrid and Stormfly. Astrid's very competitive."

Hiccup had said the last sentence with a noncommittal shrug, earning a laugh from Jack. "And Hiccup here is the soul of humility."

"Hey, do you mind?" Hiccup snapped as Heather giggled.

"Nah, I'm good." Hiccup rolled his eyes.

"So," he started, turning back to Heather, "okay, do you need anything? Some warm yak milk? A nice fish stew?"

"No, thank you, Hiccup," Heather replied, offering Hiccup a weak smile. "I'm... I'm really tired. It's been a long day."

Hiccup nodded, backing up towards the stairs and Jack. "Right. Okay, come on, Toothless." Toothless rose from his bed, huffing slightly to Hiccup as Jack made his way downstairs. "We're sleeping downstairs."

"Hey, Hiccup?" Heather called just as Hiccup had turned his back.

He froze mid-step as Toothless slunk past him on the stairs. "Yes?"

"Thanks." Her eyes were wet again. Hiccup offered her a gentle smile.

"Sleep well, Heather."

Hiccup padded softly down the stairs. He could hear his father's snoring from his own room, but even the thunderous noise could not block out the high-pitched trilling of fairy wings.

"Hey, is it all right if I leave Wodensfang here tonight?" Jack asked as he stoked the dying flame. Baby Tooth hovered over him, eyes locked with the terrible terror perched on _her_ spot on Jack's shoulder. "He doesn't really care for the cold as much as we do."

"Leave..?" Hiccup's eyebrows furrowed as he stared at the spirit. "Where are you two going?"

"Oh, well," Jack stood, Baby Tooth rising in the air as he did so as to remain eye level with Wodensfang. "I just thought that I'd go back to sleeping in the cove while Heather's here. So it doesn't get too crowded."

Toothless tilted his head, crooning while Hiccup insisted, "There's plenty of room!" Jack shook his head.

"Your dad barely fits in here," he pointed out, "I doubt he really wants three teenagers crammed in here with him. Besides," here Jack gestured to his smaller-half, "Baby Tooth's been missing her little castle." He missed it when the frost fairy stuck her tongue out at Hiccup.

Biting his lip, Hiccup forced himself to nod. "All right, well, you'll still be at the Academy tomorrow, right?"

"Of course!" Jack beamed. Gently he scooped Wodensfang off of his shoulder and deposited him on the stone mantle surrounding the fire pit. Wodensfang whined a bit, but only a for moment after which he circled in place on the warm stone and settled down, content. "Baby Tooth's really eager to see Astrid and Stormfly kick you guys' butts."

Hiccup rolled his eyes while Toothless snorted. With a final chuckle, Jack turned to leave.

"Oh! Before you go!"

Spinning on his heel, Jack watched as Hiccup dashed past the fire pit, running to the large shelf used to store his and his father's helmets and kneeling beneath it. On his knees, Hiccup drew out a wooden box. Inside the wooden box was Jack's wolf-fur cloak and mask. As Jack had said, he got too hot in it too quickly so he did not wear it most of the time. Still, the chief's gift had been appreciated. Jack had suggested hanging it from the wall like a decoration, but Stoick had yet to put up any mounts to hang it by. Draping the cloak over his arms, Hiccup shoved the box back underneath the shelf before running back to Jack's side.

"Here, take this," he said as he placed it in Jack's arms. "I know you don't get cold, but this will at least keep your clothes from getting soaked, right? And I'll bet it's softer than the ground."

Jack smiled faintly as he accepted the cloak. "Thanks Hic. See you tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow," Hiccup affirmed. He watched as Jack slipped out the front door, feeling for some reason a dull sense of disappointment as the white-haired boy vanished into the cold with his frost-fairy at his side.

Neither he nor Toothless noticed the figure watching them from the top of the stairs.

* * *

><p>Bones snapped between Stormfly's teeth as she happily chewed her meal, the taste so unlike the fish she was used to and so, <em>so <em>good.

"That's it girl," Astrid cooed as she set yet another barrel down next to her dragon with a loud _thump._ "Finish up your chicken. By the time Hiccup figures out _this _is what's giving you all that energy, he'll be eating our dust."

Stormfly hummed happily as she helped herself to the raw meat in the barrel, Astrid stroking her scales lovingly while she did.

"Chicken? Really?"

Astrid jumped, spinning around as she searched for the voice. Stormfly, on the other hand, paid no mind, choosing instead to focus on her dinner.

"Up here."

Glancing up, Astrid found her own sapphire eyes locking with a pair of ice-colored ones, their owner smirking at her mischievously.

"Jack! What are you doing?" she hissed. Baby Tooth was floating in the air next to him, and was smiling and waving genially despite Astrid's indignation.

Rather than answering, Jack flipped off of her roof, lowering himself gently to the ground in front of the deadly nadder-pair. He was wearing his cloak for once, Astrid noticed, the white wolf fur dusted with a light coating of frost that shone in the starlight. His staff was held behind his back and he kept his weight all on the heel of one foot, no doubt ready to take off again on a moment's notice.

"Spying on you."

"Well knock it off!"

Tilting his head to the side, Jack hummed. "So, how did you figure it out?"

Astrid blinked, staring at him in confusion.

"The chicken thing. How did you figure out it would make her go faster?"

"Uh..." Astrid glanced at her dragon. Stormfly had yet to look up from the barrel of chicken. "I mean, I just feed her leftovers sometimes. No sense in letting good food go to waste."

Jack nodded in understanding.

"She seemed to really like the chicken, so I started setting it aside for her. Before we knew it, we were gaining on Hiccup and Toothless."

"That's pretty cool," Jack admitted, watching the deadly nadder munch on her raw meat happily. "I won't tell Hiccup."

Eying him suspiciously, Astrid asked, "Aaaand, you're not gonna hold this over me?"

Faking a look of hurt, Jack replied, "Astrid! I am _wounded_! When would I ever- Look, Hiccup's tearing his hair out trying to figure out where your speed's coming from and how to stay on top of you, and it's _hilarious_. You think I want that to end?"

"Now _that _makes sense."

With a playful chuckle, Jack lifted off, hovering a few feet above the ground. "Well, I'm gonna let you get to sleep. See ya tomorrow, all right?"

Waving, Astrid nodded and said, "Good night!"

Jack took off, Baby Tooth remaining only a few minutes longer to chirp a farewell before she too was racing through the starry sky towards the Winter Cove. Astrid watched the sky for several minutes after they had left, leaning against the support of Stormfly's stable. She forgot, sometimes, that Jack was a spirit. Even with the aura of cold he radiated and the frost-fairy constantly at his side he seemed so much like an ordinary child. Not for the first time, she wondered if there was anyone waiting for him wherever he came from; parents, siblings, friends, a lover, _anybody _who missed him. Jack had never hinted as such.

The sudden clatter of metal snapped Astrid from her musings. She leaped to full alertness, Stormfly following suit and baring her quills.

"Hello?" Astrid called. "Is somebody there?"

There was no answer. Glancing about the streets she saw no one, though that could have been due to the heavy shadows falling in between the huts. Preferring to err on the side of caution, Astrid turned to Stormfly, gently telling her to stay where she was, before taking off into the streets of Berk.

The sound had come from uphill, so Astrid took the path that led to the plaza. Occasionally she thought she caught a glimpse of someone in the shadows, always out of the corner of her eye and always gone before she could get a good look. Still, she kept on, checking the narrow spaces between huts, backtracking behind her when she thought she missed something. Her search eventually brought her to the plaza, and still she had found no one and nothing. Just as she was on the verge of convincing herself that it had been in her imagination, she caught movement out of her peripheral vision.

"Hey!"

Astrid gave chase, only to freeze when she saw the figure's dark braid disappear behind the corner of Hiccup's hut.

"Heather?"

* * *

><p>Dawn had not yet broken over Berk when Jack touched down in the center of the plaza the next morning. Twirling his staff in his hand, he flitted from hut to hut, frosting over the windows with spectacular shapes as Nightlight had in the story he told the children. Crystalline dragons and fairies and flying children hung in the windows, waiting to be discovered in the pale morning light. The adults never questioned the presence of these shapes, dismissing them as their own imaginations projecting themselves onto the ice, but the children who saw the figures squealed with delight, insisting that Nightlight had visited their home the night before. Baby Tooth trilled contentedly as the two set about their self-appointed task. She adored the very early or very late hours because it meant she could visit Berk without the need to hide in Jack's purse. The pair was always careful when they made these little excursions; Baby Tooth was always out of sight and Jack's feet were always on the ground before any of the adults could see them.<p>

So when they caught the barely audible sound of boot-clad feet padding across the dirt road Jack dropped from the sky, landing gracefully on his heels as Baby Tooth slipped into his purse without complaint.

"Hello?" a meek voice asked. "Is someone there?" Mere moments later Heather was rounding the corner, hands clasped behind her back and head tilted curiously to the side. She froze as her eyes landed on Jack, and then offered him a faint smile. "You're up early."

"You're one to talk," Jack replied, returning her smile with one of his own. "I thought you were going to sleep in. Considering... You know."

"I'm used to waking up early," Heather said. Her voice began to take on a wistful note, her eyes staring out at something far away as she played with her braid. "My family didn't have a lot of money, so I was always taking these odd jobs to help them out. I got used to very little sleep."

Jack felt a slight tug in his chest. If only the Guardians were there; Heather seemed like she could make good use of their gifts right now, particularly Bunnymund's. "You must miss them a lot."

"Mm-hmm." Jack approached Heather slowly, coming to stand right in front of her and breaking her distant gaze. Shyly Heather met his gaze, cheeks coloring a bit, and she began to twist her braid around her hand. "I just... I wish it had been me instead."

"I bet your parents are glad it wasn't."

Finally, Heather met Jack's eyes. "But-"

"Listen to me," Jack interrupted, adopting a stern voice he used only very rarely. "No parent wants to outlive their child. Whatever happened to them in the end, I guarantee you they were thanking every god they knew that you got away safely."

Heather's verdant eyes bore into Jack's, shimmering now with something aside from tears. Then the corners of her mouth quirked the slightest bit upwards and her fingers relaxed their death grip on her braid. "You're right." She laughed at herself. "You're right. Still... I'd do just about anything to see them again, you know?"

Nodding slightly, Jack replied. "Yeah. I do."

Humming slightly, Heather's hands dropped to her side and she said, "I'm sorry, that got really depressing really fast. This isn't what I was looking for you for."

Jack blinked. "You were looking for me?"

"To thank you for yesterday, and to... apologize." She scratched the back of her neck sheepishly. "That was a little forward of me, and you seemed pretty freaked out."

It took Jack a moment to realize what she was talking about and when he did he felt his cheeks heat up just the slightest bit. "Oh! Oh, no biggie. Don't worry about it." He chuckled, swinging his staff over his shoulders. "You just took me by surprise, that's all."

"I'm sorry."

"It's fine!"

The Winter Spirit had put more force into his voice than he had intended, but rather than looking offended Heather seemed to find it amusing, placing her slender fingers over her lips as she giggled. The reaction confused Jack, his head tilting to the side unconsciously as he wondered what about what he had said was funny.

"Well, we're both up." Heather's hands were once more clasped behind her back. She tilted her head, letting her braid fall over her shoulder before saying, "So, why don't you show me around?"

* * *

><p>"It's a new record!" Fishlegs cheered as the dragon and his rider touched down in the center of the arena, each puffing their chest out proudly. "Well, a new <em>personal <em>record anyway, not a course record."

"I demand a recount!" Snotlout snapped, earning an exasperated huff from Hookfang.

"A recou- Snotlout that doesn't even make any sense."

"Does so!"

"No, it doesn't."

"Yes it does!"

Tuning out the squabbling pair and giving an exasperated huff of his own, Hiccup once again cast his eyes towards the Academy gate. As he had the last umpteen times he found no white-haired sprite shuffling in with a sheepish look on his face, apologizing profusely for being so late. No one aside from him seemed to notice the absence of the white-haired boy, save for the tiny terror perched on Hiccup's shoulder. Wodensfang had been whining pitifully for over an hour now, kneading Hiccup's bony shoulder with his tiny claws as the pair of them waited for Jack to make an appearance.

The spirit never did, however. Everyone had done their rounds on the course, Hiccup going only after everyone else had already twice, and only at the insistent urging of the other riders. By the time the sun had reached its peak in the sky and begun its slow descent each of the riders had gone at least four times, save for Hiccup and Toothless who had only gone once.

"Still waiting for your cheerleader?"

Hiccup jumped, whirling to face Astrid who was glancing at him sideways. Stormfly stood over her, mirroring her rider as she gave Hiccup the same sideways look.

"Ah, well, you know Toothless." Hiccup shrugged and gestured to the nightfury lounging only a few feet away. "He can't do anything without his good luck charm."

Without so much as opening his eyes, Toothless brought his tail up and slapped it across the back of his rider's head, earning a pained yelp from the brunette and a burst of laughter from Astrid. Hiccup turned to his dragon, rubbing the back of his head as he fixed the dragon with a sly look.

"I was talking about Baby Tooth, obviously!"

Toothless huffed, expression dripping with sarcasm as he curled his tail around his limbs and settled down.

Hiccup sighed, turning his attention back to Fishlegs and Snotlout but not actually processing anything they were saying. Dimly he was aware of the fact that the twins had jumped in on the argument, and that their dragon was now hissing and flaring his wings at Hookfang, but he found it was not in him to care at the moment.

"Have you seen Heather this morning?"

Once again Astrid had snapped Hiccup from his thoughts.

"Dad said she left early to go for a walk around the village," Hiccup replied, remembering his momentary panic when he had walked up the stairs that morning to fetch his newest housemate for breakfast only to find her gone. Thankfully Stoick had caught him as he burst from the house. Even before becoming chief Stoick had been a habitually early riser and he had run into Heather that morning as both of them made their way outside.

"Interesting."

Throwing his best human friend a surprised look, Hiccup asked, "What is?"

"It's just that..." Astrid paused, considered her words for a moment, and then went on, "Did anything about Heather's story seem strange to you?"

"No?" Hiccup blinked. "Astrid, did something happen?"

"I saw someone sneaking around last night," the viking girl confessed. "I was outside feeding Stormfly when something startled her. I ran around the village like a crazy person looking for the noise, and I'm not completely sure, but I think I saw Heather sneaking _back _into your house."

This had Hiccup finally turning fully to face Astrid, eyebrows scrunched in confusion or anxiety. Toothless, sensing his rider's changing mood, raised his head, head-fins vibrating as the two of them waited for Astrid to elaborate.

"Heather? Are you sure it was her?"

Astrid bit her lip. "No. It was dark and I only saw the back of her head." Stormfly crooned, nuzzling Astrid's honey-blonde hair with her snout. Absently Astrid reached up and gave the blue nadder's chin a light scratch. "But I think it was her. I recognized her braid."

Hiccup's mouth opened to respond, but the moment he had a loud shriek pierced the air followed by the all too familiar hiss of steam and mocking _goff goff goff_ of Hookfang as he laughed at his owner.

"Why, Hookfang, _why_!?"

The sight of Snotlout glaring at his dragon from where he sat in the water trough did not garner more than an eyeroll from either Hiccup or Astrid, both of whom tuned him out immediately.

"I want to go check out her ship again," Astrid said. "I just... I have this feeling there's something we missed."

"And if we didn't?" Hiccup questioned. "If there's nothing there and it wasn't Heather sneaking around after all?"

"Well, I'll at least feel better. You can come if you want, or you can wait here." Without another word Astrid threw herself onto Stormfly's saddle. The deadly nadder let out an elated screech, wings spreading wide as she and her rider shot out of the Academy Gate.

Hiccup exchanged glances with Toothless, the nightfury's wings arching in anticipation. It was Wodensfang who made Hiccup's mind up. The blue terror chirped in his ear, thin tail wrapping loosely around his neck as he stared at Hiccup with morose eyes.

"Later bud," he said as he stroked his companion's head, running his fingers along the row of tiny spines that ran along the center. Toothless purred contentedly, settling back down. "Let's just wait a little bit longer, okay?"

* * *

><p>The steely grey of pre-dawn was washed away by the rising sun, pale blue gaining dominance of the sky and easing the chill in the air only the slightest bit. Slowly the people of Berk emerged from their homes, children taking to the streets as the adults made their way either to the farms or the fishing boats. Jack showed Heather everything Hiccup had shown him on his first proper excursion into the village; the smithy which now served also as a dentistry office for dragons, the Great Hall, Gothi's hut where the old shaman worked her magic and Mildew's hut just so she would know to avoid it. Heather gaped and then laughed when Jack told her about the time Hiccup cold-cocked the old man, though as he told the story he glossed over a few minor details.<p>

Between peals of laughter Heather managed to get out, "Wow, Hiccup's really protective of you, isn't he?"

Jack chuckled, shaking his head. "Nah. Mildew's just an ass. I think everyone around here's wanted to punch him some time or other. I'm just surprised that Hiccup's the first one to snap."

The conversation drifted from there, the two of them slowly forgetting their tour and simply strolling about the village as they spoke about trivial things; Heather talked about the tavern where she used to work, Jack talked about the Dragon Training Academy and the riders, Heather told him about her fantasies about traveling the world, and Jack told her about the children of Berk and the fairy-stories he shared with them. Neither of the pair noticed the sun rising higher and higher in the sky.

As they made their way back into the plaza Jack and Heather were met with the sight of several children cheering and running through the street, chasing after a group of terrible terrors with wooden swords. The dragons seemed to be heavily invested in the game, squawking excitedly as they whirled in circles just out of reach of the children's makeshift weapons and acting out dramatic deaths when they were so much as brushed by one. Heather pointed out one particularly striking performance by a yellow terror who gaped and writhed in imagined agony for several minutes before plopping down dead in the dirt, giving its hind leg a final shuddering twitch for good measure.

'_Someone's certainly ready for a career in Hollywood_,' Jack thought, just catching himself before this thought traveled from his mind to his mouth.

"Jack!"

Suddenly all eyes were on Jack and Heather. The dragons - dead and alive - hopped to their paws and joined the children as they swarmed the Winter sprite, much to Heather's amusement.

"Heeeey, kiddos!" Jack cried as he knelt. Three terrors immediately took his shoulders and a fourth his head while the kids surrounded him, chattering excitedly about the game they had been playing.

"We were doing the battle at the center of the earth!" Torborg announced, clutching her dragon plush toy to her chest as she pointed to each member of their band in turn. "I'm Sascha, and Gustav is Fog, Bard is Petter, Hjordis is Tall William, Fridenot is William the Almost Youngest, and Wulfric is William the Absolute Youngest." Then she held out her dragon and added, "And Snowfury is Kailash!"

"Who are the terrors playing?"

"They're the fearlings," Hjordis replied in Torborg's place. Disregarding her gender, it was no wonder Hjordis had been cast as she was, being both the tallest and the oldest of the group. She was thirteen years of age, with straight red hair cut just below her neck that fell over one eye. As most of Berk's children did, she dressed in a simple woolen tunic that reached below her knees and was faded and worn and had large smears of dirt pressed into the coarse material, and of the children she was one of only two who wore a horned helmet.

Despite being the closest of the group to adulthood, she still loved playtime and stories just as much as the smaller children. She had even - some number of months before Jack's arrival in Berk - helped Wulfric build a wooden gronkle costume with moving wings and claws.

"What about the Boogeyman and the Guardians?"

The children exchanged looks amongst themselves.

"Don't got 'em," ten-year-old Gustav said with a shrug. Like Hjordis, Gustav also wore a viking helmet, his with thick, curling black horns. Unlike the red-headed child, however, his helmet was two sizes too big for him and he was constantly reaching up to adjust it as it was constantly falling down over his eyes. "Tory said we could just pretend 'em there."

"But now we have Jack!" Torborg cut in, waving her arms excitedly. "He makes a perfect Nightlight."

Color rushed to Jack's cheeks at the unknowingly offered praise. The children continued to whisper amongst themselves, before Wulfric shouted above the collective whispers, "And that girl can be Katherine!"

Heather jumped as the focus of the group was suddenly shifted onto her. She would have been content to simply watch their game, feeling somewhat out of place in the large, friendly group. Just as she was about to decline, however, Jack flashed her another of his beguiling smiles.

"Come on! It'll be fun!" The terrors using him as a perch chirped as though to agree, and Heather could not find it in herself to say no.

"All right," she replied, nodding firmly. "So which one is Katherine again?"

Torborg jumped to answer, "Katherine's the Guardian of Imagination! She has a magic book that holds all the stories in the world _ever!_" As she spoke she held out Snowfury and added, "And she has her magic snow goose Kailash, so I guess you can borrow Snowfury for a while. But you have to give 'im back when we're done!"

"Of course!" Heather laughed, accepting the toy. "Thank you very much." She cradled the toy dragon close to her chest, stroking its head as though it were a real thing and noticing only now how beautifully made it was. "Oh, its so cute. Did your mother make it for you?"

"Nope!" Torborg giggled. "Jack did!"

Heather stared at Jack with wide eyes.

* * *

><p>Stormfly's talons sank into the sand as she set down on the secluded beach where Heather had washed up the previous day. The moment she felt Astrid's weight slip from the saddle she nestled down into the sun-warmed sand, relishing the heat pressed up against her scales and soaking up the midday sun.<p>

"I'll just be a minute, Stormfly," Astrid assured the nadder, stroking her beak-like snout. Stormfly replied with a contented squawk and settled her large chin down in the sand the moment Astrid's fingers left her scales.

Astrid, for her part, did not feel so calm as she presented herself. The moment she had set down on the beach a wave of dread had washed over her. It was not the same intense fear that had taken her when Hiccup had gone to his 'final exam' the year prior, nor was it anything similar to the near-paralyzing terror she had felt the first time she saw the head of the Red Death emerging from her volcano. In some ways, however, those fears would have been preferable. Those, at least, had been caused by a tangible thing, something she could take up arms against. This was sourceless, faceless, irrational fear, the same sort she had felt as a child waking up from a particularly vivid nightmare. There was nothing she could do to combat it except for grit her teeth and step forward, so that was what she did.

Kneeling beneath the shade of the shipwreck, Astrid was hardly surprised to find it unchanged. The only indication she saw that anyone had even been here was the slight depression in the sand where Heather had lain the previous day. No monsters. No schematics of secret plans to take over Berk. Nothing. The viking scoffed at her own foolishness.

"This was stupid."

Astrid stood, eying the shipwreck disdainfully. It was nothing, just a hunk of scrap wood with plain white sails, not a monster waiting to eat her. She turned her back on it and walked to her dragon's side with slow, deliberate steps.

Still, as the two of them soared through the air back towards the village Astrid could not shake the feeling of eyes looming over her shoulder. She refused to look behind her the entire flight.

* * *

><p>"-and as the chorus of 'I believes' filled the air the leather cover of Katherine's book opened with the contented sigh of a brand-new story entering the world. The pages turned, stopping to reveal a beautiful drawing of Katherine-"<p>

Hiccup was only half-surprised when he entered the Great Hall that evening to find Jack sitting at their usual table - or rather on top of it - surrounded by a throng of children. Had Jack ditched dragon training for the day just to play with the children, Hiccup thought he would not have minded nearly as much. When he spotted the ebony-haired girl standing next to Jack, however, he felt an unexpected spike of anger and his fingers unconsciously dug into the leather-bound tome tucked under his arm. Toothless cooed and pressed his head against his partner's hand. Thankful for the slight distraction, Hiccup gave the nightfury a light scratch before making his way over to the table where Jack was telling his story.

"To the children's surprise, the drawing of Katherine began to move and talk. The insects and the owls and even Mr. Qwerty fell silent, and the only movement in Big Root came from the turning of the pages and the fluttering wings of the moths and butterflies that cooled the children against the summer heat-"

"Uh, hey." Jack's head snapped up, as did those of the children and Heather. Wodensfang, still attached to Hiccup's shoulder, chirped in greeting before abandoning his perch. Hiccup fixed the white-haired immortal with a dry look before saying, "So, did you forget something?"

"Wha- _Oh!_ Oh, my bad."

Heather blinked and the children fixed Jack with confused looks.

"We were supposed to meet up," Jack explained as Wodensfang clambered into his lap, purring contentedly as he settled down. "At the Dragon Training Academy. I'm sorry, I forgot all about it."

"Oh, I'm so sorry! Hiccup, it's my fault," Heather cut in quickly, not giving Hiccup a chance to respond. "I ran into Jack this morning, and we started talking."

"Ours too," Torborg added, giving Snowfury a light squeeze. "We made Jack and Heather stay and play with us."

"We're sorry," Wulfric chimed in.

Looking at their morose expressions, Hiccup felt his anger evaporating. He could not truly be angry with any of them, not even Jack. They had not really done anything wrong, after all, and he was already well aware of Jack's weakness for children. "It's all right," he sighed.

Jack responded with a relieved smile. "So how did training go? Did Astrid finally smoke you?"

"Ha ha. For your information, Toothless and I placed first _again._" Here, Toothless sat up just a bit straighter, puffing out his chest a little, much to the amusement of Jack and the children. "And Astrid... got a _little _faster."

"She's makin' ya sweat, huh?"

"Shut up."

The children let out a chorus of giggles, as did Heather. The easy banter between the two of them was a source of endless amusement for their circle of friends. Even Snotlout could not help but chuckle when Jack and Hiccup went at it, though it was always with his head turned and his curled fist partially obscuring his face.

"So, dragon training," Heather began as her laughter subsided. "That sounds pretty exciting."

"Oh, it is!" Jack answered, gesturing wildly with his hands. "Hiccup and the others made this academy to get the dragons used to living with humans, and they spend all of their time playing with dragons and flying and-"

"It's _training_, not _playing_," Hiccup interrupted.

"Whatever you say, kiddo," Jack teased. Turning back to Heather, he continued, "Hiccup's in charge of the academy. He's the best dragon trainer and flyer out of all of them."

Turning to Hiccup with wide eyes, Heather found that the lanky viking's cheeks had colored just the slightest bit. "Really?"

"Ah hah, I'm not that-"

"Hic's incredible!" Jack interrupted. "You should really see him in the air. He's practically a dragon himself! Dragon-breath and all."

"Hey!"

Suddenly the doors of the Great Hall flew open again and Astrid rushed inside, followed closely by Stormfly who hovered over her rider protectively as they made their way over to the group.

"Hey Astrid," Hiccup said, followed by a chorus of 'hi's and 'hello's from the children. "Where've you been?"

"Just... went for a fly over the beach, that's all." Astrid paused as her eyes landed on Heather, suspicion creeping onto her features despite her best efforts to keep her face neutral.

((_Shadows,_)) Stormfly squawked, catching Jack's attention. ((_Crawling-shadows-bad-sick-wrong-follow-us-bad._))

((_Shadows-here?_)) Toothless growled. ((_Shadows-here-danger-bad-worry-protect-Hiccup-Love-me-protect-kill-claw-tear-shadows._))

Jack sat up straighter and straighter as he stared at the pair, Astrid and Hiccup's continued conversation fading to a dull buzz in the background.

((_No-shadows-here-shadows-run-hide-shadows-cowards-weak._))

Jack plucked Wodensfang up off of his lap and deposited him on the table, ignoring the tiny dragon's protest. The children parted as he slipped from the table, approaching Astrid cautiously with his eyes darting furiously between her and her shadow.

"Astrid, can I borrow you for a second?" he asked, cutting off whatever she had been about to say next. The viking girl had no time to reply as Jack had suddenly grabbed her forearm and began leading her towards the double doors of the Great Hall. Taken off guard as she was - and still off-balance from her earlier encounter on the beach - Astrid offered surprisingly little resistance as she was dragged away from Hiccup and Heather and the children, Stormfly following behind but doing nothing to free her rider.

Hiccup broke the stunned silence that had fallen over those left behind with, "So, yeah! Nice talking to you too!"

"Well, that was bold," Heather laughed.

With Jack gone, the children began to drift off, murmuring soft 'goodbye's to Hiccup and Heather as they filed out of the Great Hall. Torborg hung back just for a moment, saying goodbye on her behalf and on Snowfury's before taking Wulfric's hand and leading him away. Now it was just Hiccup, Toothless, and Heather at the table, nearly alone save the few adults scattered about the Great Hall absorbed in their own quiet conversations.

"So, leader of the Dragon Training Academy." Heather tilted her head and tucked her hair behind her ear as Hiccup turned to face her. "What's that like?"

"Exhausting," Hiccup replied, placing a free hand on Toothless's head and stoking the scales affectionately. "But rewarding too. Honestly, I can deal with the dragons just fine. It's their riders that give me a hard time."

"I'll bet."

Suddenly Heather was grabbed from behind, tiny, needle-like claws digging into her shoulder. She let out an involuntary shriek, causing Toothless to flinch back and Wodensfang to let out a yelp of his own before leaping from her shoulder and flying into Hiccup.

"Whoa! It's okay, it's okay!" Hiccup consoled the blue terror as he clambered onto Hiccup's narrow shoulders. Toothless _goff_ed as Wodensfang threw Heather an irate hiss. "It's just Wodensfang, he won't hurt you."

"I know." Heather fixed her bangs, cheeks coloring this time in embarrassment. "He just took me by surprise. I'm sorry Wodensfang."

The tiny dragon huffed and turned his head away. When Heather reached out, however, and began to tickle the underside of his chin with her outstretched fingers he melted instantly, purring contentedly as faint streams of white smoke rose from his nostrils.

"So, how was your day? How are you liking Berk?" Hiccup asked. He sat on one of the newly occupied spaces at the table, dropping the Book of Dragons in his lap as Heather took a seat next to him. Toothless settled next to him, laying by Hiccup's feet and resting his head on his front paws.

"Oh, it's incredible! I don't have the words!" Heather sighed, leaning back against the table while Wodensfang, regaining his confidence, gently slid from Hiccup's shoulders to hers. This time she did not so much as flinch, and even reached up to pluck Wodensfang from her shoulders in order to hold him in her lap. "Back home is nothing like this. Ever since the raids stopped the dragons just seem to not want anything to do with us, and most everyone is happy with that. I mean, we still get a few hunters who go out chasing them just because they can, but other than that we just don't interact much."

Hiccup nodded in understanding. While the defeat of the Red Death meant that the wild dragons were no longer forced to raid human settlements in order to gather enough food to sate her enormous appetite, only Berk even knew of the existence of the corrupted Dragon Queen. No doubt animosity and mistrust still lingered between the humans and dragons elsewhere in the archipelago.

"You could come by the Academy tomorrow, if you wanted," Hiccup offered. "There's a lot about dragons that's worth knowing. Hey, maybe we could even help you train one!"

Heather's eyes lit up. "Really?"

"Yeah!" Hiccup replied enthusiastically. He shifted in his seat, leaning closer to Heather as he flipped open the cover of the Book of Dragons. "See, dragons are pretty easy to get along with as long as you show them that you're not trying to hurt them. Most of them don't mind carrying humans on their back." Hiccup flipped through the pages as he spoke, showing Heather the different illustrations one at a time.

"What's that one?" She asked, pointing at a runic drawing of a long-necked sea-dragon.

"That's a scauldron," Hiccup replied. "They spray boiling water instead of fire, and mostly stick to the ocean, but sometimes they come up on land to eat these flowers that they love." He turned the page to reveal an image of a bipedal dragon with small, bat-like wings and a huge frill atop its crocodilian head. "And this is a hobblegrunt. It's skin changes color according to its mood."

"Wow," Heather breathed as Hiccup turned the page once more. "What's that-"

Suddenly Toothless's head shot up, pupils slitted and eyes trained on the front doors to the Great Hall. Hiccup got no opportunity to ask his partner what was wrong when a loud, ominous shrieking filled the air accompanied by the splintering sound of glass - or ice. Dread pooled in the pit of Hiccup's stomach as he snapped the Book of Dragons closed. He threw the tome onto the table as he leaped to his feet, mirroring Toothless who was already poised as though to burst through the doors and sink his teeth into whatever stood on the other side. The few adults in the room stood slowly, hands reaching to their weapons as they gazed in the direction of the sound.

"Heather, stay here."

His tone left no room for argument and he did not stay long enough for Heather to reply anyway. In an instant he had thrown himself into Toothless's saddle and the two took off, racing through the doors with a ferocious roar. A resounding boom thundered through the Great Hall as the doors flew open and again as they swung shut behind the nightfury-pair. Heather stared after them, frightened and bewildered. Still, as moments passed and her rapidly beating heart settled back into her chest she managed to regain enough of her composure to observe the book Hiccup had left behind. Gently she scooped Wodensfang up from her lap, depositing the terror on Hiccup's abandoned seat. Wodensfang squeaked in protest but Heather ignored him as she reached for the Book of Dragons with trembling fingers.

* * *

><p>Astrid fully expected her heart to burst from her chest at any moment. The grotesque ice-sculpture looming over her appeared ready to come to life at any moment, reaching claws prepared to tear her to shreds and wide mouth stretched into a crooked, evil grin. Stormfly hissed and squawked at the frozen beast, quills flaring as her tail whipped back and forth and Baby Tooth hovered nearby, the slight humming of her wings being the only sound to break the near-silence since that last awful shriek emitted by the beast. Numbly Astrid pulled herself to her feet, her eyes never leaving the monster's yellow ones.<p>

"I didn't think that would work," Jack half-said, half-laughed. His eyes were as wide as hers, fingers digging into his staff until the wood bit his skin, even now that the threat was over. Astrid understood the feeling. Her fingers were still itching for her axe.

"What _was_ that thing?" she hissed. Slowly she backed away from it, not relaxing until she was no longer directly under its malevolent gaze and Stormfly was leaning protectively over her.

"A fearling," Jack replied as he prodded it with his staff. Arcs of blue magic leaped over the surface of the ice each time it made contact with the twisted wood. As the arcs faded the teens were left once again in total darkness, the moon having been blotted out by thick clouds. "You've heard my stories." Finally Astrid turned her gaze away from the shadow, facing Jack with wide eyes.

"You mean those are _real_!?"

Baby Tooth squeaked something in her strange language as Jack shrugged. "You train and ride dragons. I'm an immortal who can fly and control ice and my best friend is a frost fairy. Why is this weird?"

Astrid had nothing to argue that.

"Stormfly said the shadows followed you from somewhere." Jack turned away from the frozen fearling, worried blue eyes locking with Astrid's. "Do you know where you picked this guy up from?"

Shaking her head, Astrid answered, "I think I would have noticed."

"Maybe, maybe not. Fearlings look almost exactly like shadows. Hiding is pretty easy for them. When you were little did you ever get the feeling something was staring at you in the dark? Did the shadows seem to turn into monsters?"

"Well, yeah." Astrid shrugged. "It was just my imagination though. Lots of little kids get scared of the dark."

Jack shook his head. "Those were fearlings. Let me guess, you told your parents about the monsters in your room, and they told you they weren't real, right? That it was just your mind playing tricks on you?"

Astrid shuddered. "That's exactly what they said."

"Good." Jack nodded. "It's actually safer that way. You can't see things like this-" He prodded the fearling once again with his staff. "-unless you believe in them. You people all believe in gods and spirits and things like me and Baby Tooth, but shapes in the dark? Living shadows? Just your mind playing tricks."

"How's that _safer_!?" Astrid asked incredulously. "How are we supposed to protect ourselves from these things if we can't see them!?"

"Well, the idea is that if you can't see them you can't really be scared of them. They start out weak, and can only do little things like make shapes on the walls. You know, claws and teeth and things like that. This one though, it looks like it's well fed."

Baby Tooth settled on Jack's shoulder, wings still humming. She stared at the fearling intently, projecting _disgust-hatred-fear-loathing-fury_ at it and _worry-Love-protect_ at Jack simultaneously.

"So why can I see it now?" Astrid asked. "What makes this one different?"

"It's not, you are. I think it's because you've been listening to my stories." With a heavy sigh, Jack continued, "You don't need to outright believe in them for their magic to influence you, you just need to be open to the possibility. Think about it; earlier, did you start to feel scared for no reason at all?"

Goosebumps broke out over Astrid's skin as she remembered the lingering dread that had washed over her earlier that afternoon. "On the beach," she admitted. "Where we found Heather."

Jack whirled to face Astrid, eyes going wide. "What?"

Astrid explained everything to him; how she had felt eyes on her the day they found Heather, how she had seen the castaway girl sneaking around the night before, how she revisited the beach and felt a presence hiding in the shadows beneath the shipwreck. Jack listened intently, not stopping her or interrupting even to ask questions.

"It must have followed her from her island," he mused after Astrid's story came to an end. "It sort of makes sense; she would have been scared after being attacked by pirates. She wouldn't need to see the fearlings in order for them to feed on her fear, but..."

"But...?" Astrid urged, quirking a honey-blonde brow.

"When did you say you saw her sneaking around?"

"It was last night, right after..."

Suddenly her breath caught in her throat. Jack and Baby Tooth stared at her anxiously while Stormfly pressed her snout into Astrid's hair, cooing consolingly. It did little to reassure her.

"Right after you flew off."

The realization crashed over the three of them. Thinking back on the events of the day, Jack realized Heather had been questioning him rather a lot, but nothing about that had seemed unusual at the time. She had not outright asked anything invasive and her questions about the dragons had seemed only natural. He had asked Hiccup and the others similar questions during that first week on Berk. Were Heather's intentions innocent, however? Or was he rationalizing it in order to keep at bay the stab of hurt that shot through his body at the notion that Heather might have been spying on them - spying on _him _- and was not truly his friend?

"We should find her," Astrid suggested. "Confront her."

Jack nodded. Perhaps there was nothing sinister about Heather at all and they were just unsettled and suspicious due to the fearling's dark aura. The sooner they had this settled the better. Astrid grabbed a hold of Stormfly's saddle, swinging herself up and tucking her feet into the stirrups. They were about to take off when-

"Astrid! Jack!"

Both teens froze as yet another shadow descended from the sky. This one, however, was surrounded by no vile aura and its movements, rather than being eerily silent, were accompanied by the rushing sound that came whenever powerful wings beat the air. Hiccup descended with a rush of cold air, throwing himself from Toothless's saddle and freezing at the sight of the fearling.

"What is _that_!?" he asked while Toothless bared his teeth at the creature.

"We'll explain on the way," Astrid replied. "Right now we need to find Heather."

"Heather?" Hiccup parroted. "She's still in the Great Hall. Why? What's going on?"

"We're not sure exactly. I'm sure it was Heather I saw sneaking around now, and apparently this thing-" Here Astrid gestured to the fearling. "-followed her to Berk."

"And, again, _what is this thing_!?" Hiccup cried as he gestured wildly to the frozen fearling.

Jack sighed. "It's a fearling, okay? Can we get going now?"

"And you were just gonna leave it here?"

"It'll disappear when the sun comes up. Light kills 'em."

"Right," Hiccup began, incredulity dripping from his tone. "In seventeen hours from now, when the sun finally rises, it'll disappear. We just have to hope that none of the people out looking for the thing that made that noise happen to come this way."

Simultaneously, Astrid and Jack flinched. "...Oh."

"Yeah, _oh._"

"So, what do we do with it?" Astrid asked. "Can we kill it?"

"Not with normal weapons we can't," Jack replied. "We need light."

"Toothless and I can fly it up the mountain," Hiccup offered. "It'll stay cold up there, no one will find it, and it will disappear pretty quickly when the sun rises."

Placing his hand on his chin, Jack seemed to consider a moment before exchanging looks with Baby Tooth. "Or..." He trailed off, turning to Toothless. "Hey, Toothless, how bright do your plasma bolts get?"

Toothless trilled in response, and Hiccup felt his gut swirl as a smirk pulled at Jack's lips.

"Uh, Jack, what are you thinking?"

"The same thing as Toothless I'm betting. Step back."

Not needing to be told twice, Hiccup backpedaled until he was no longer standing between Toothless and the frozen fearling. A faint hissing sound filled the air as the nightfury formed a ball of white-hot flame in the back of his a scream Toothless launched the bolt at the fearling, the force knocking Hiccup and Jack from their feet - Stormfly having sense enough to leap into the air the moment the bolt was released - and creating a flash of blinding white light. The sculpture shattered into thousands of pieces, shards of ice and flecks of dew flying in every direction.

Jack coughed as he pulled himself to his feet, Hiccup doing much the same. "Okay, maybe next time _all _of us back up just a _little _more."

"Right," Hiccup coughed. "Next time. I'm so looking forward to the day when walking shadows becomes a thing here."

"You should have seen the Nightmares."

Smoke and steam rose from the spot of earth where the fearling had once stood, the only indication it had existed at all being the hollow in the ground where Toothless's plasma bolt had blasted away the earth and the ring of dew spots soaking into the ground surrounding it.

"All right, now that that's taken care of," Astrid hissed. "Let's go talk to Little Miss Innocent."

* * *

><p>Berk was a fair bit colder than Bashem had been. Heather had already been well-aware of this, yet as she felt the cold seeping through her clothes and settling in her bones she found herself wondering for the umpteenth time how the Hooligan tribe could stand to live in such conditions. Even so, she stood defiantly in the frigid night air, feeling the ocean spray pelt her face and the ice water soak into the thin material of her boots. Clutched against her chest she held the Book of Dragons like a lifeline, fearful that at any moment the wind could tear it from her fingers. It was her only chance.<p>

The night wore on. It was difficult to see anything, the moon and stars smothered by thick black clouds as they were. The ocean looked like pitch. It was next to impossible to see where it ended and the sky began and with every moment that passed Heather grew more fearful that she had somehow missed the meeting time, or that the person she was meeting with had gotten lost or killed in the dark.

As the thought had crossed her mind, however, she caught the faint sound of a man's voice grunting over the low crash of waves on the beach. The sound grew louder and louder and she realized that it was not one man grunting but several, and that their voices were accompanied by the creak of oars as they rotated in their posts. A dim, grey outline began to take shape in the inky blackness, and Heather felt her heart leap into her chest as the spike-adorned longboat settled onto the sandy southern shore of Berk, hidden far from the actual village.

Only one figure emerged from the boat. Heather's fingers dug into the leather-bound tome as Savage the Outcast approached her, eyes narrowed dangerously and mouth twisted into a grim frown. He towered over her, but she refused to shrink back. It was a talent she had always possessed; the ability to portray herself as she wanted to be seen.

"What have you learned about the seiðmaðr?" he growled.

"I'm not even sure he is a seiðmaðr," Heather replied. "I haven't seen seen him do anything remotely resembling sorcery, he just plays with kids."

Savage's hand shot out, seizing a fistful of Heather's hair. She let out a pained hiss as he held her braid in a powerful grip. "Alvin's _not _going to like that answer, Heather. Now try again."

Rather than answering verbally Heather shoved the Book of Dragons forward. Savage stared at it a moment before releasing her braid. A relieved sigh escaped her lips as he took the book from her.

"What is this?"

"It's a book. A Book of Dragons," she explained, voice steadier than her heartbeat. "They don't control the dragons with magic or hypnotism. They _train _them, and when Alvin gets this book, he'll be able to train them too."

Savage smirked. "Is that so?"

Nodding eagerly, Heather opened her mouth to continue. Then Astrid's voice cut across the beach.

"Yeah, is that so?"

Heather's heart leaped into her throat, whirling around she saw five dark shapes emerge from the treeline. A hissing sound filled the air and then the beach was awash with red-orange light. Toothless, Stormfly, Meatlug, Hookfang, and Barf-and-Belch all glared at her with slitted pupils, their mouths filled with flames. Even more furious than the dragons were the riders atop their backs.

"Heather..."

Only now did Heather see the sixth figure, standing at Toothless's side rather than riding atop a dragon of his own. Guilt twisted in her stomach as she stared into Jack's eyes. He wore all of his expressions so openly, and while it had been endearing in the daylight when they had been playing with the children, now his betrayed expression stabbed deep into her chest.

"Drop the book, Outcast," Astrid hissed. Stormfly hissed, flaring her wings and baring her quills at the intruders. Savage took a step back, clutching the Book of Dragons against his breastplate. All traces of skepticism were washed away as the Riders of Berk glowered at him. Now convinced of the book's worth, he was determined to keep it.

Heather stepped between them and Savage, hands held up defensively. "Guys, please, you don't understand-"

"Shut it!" Astrid snapped, causing the ebony-haired girl to flinch. "You don't get to say _anything_."

"Drop the book, and then get back on your ship," Hiccup ordered.

"Or we burn your ship to ashes," Snotlout growled.

"And then feed you to our dragons," the twins chorused.

Swallowing thickly, Savage considered his odds of coming out on top in a skirmish with the dragon riders. He and his men were all armed, yet they had anticipated only a midnight meeting with their infiltrator. They had no catapults or nets to give them an advantage over the flying reptiles, and if their ship was destroyed they were stranded. Savage growled.

"Fine. Fine, take it." He tossed the book forward. It landed in the wet sand will a dull _thump._ The husky youth reacted first, his gronkle's wings disappearing into a blur as they shot forward, snatched up the book, and then fell back in line with their friends. "Are you going to let us go now? Or are you and your dragons gonna blast us to bits anyway?"

"No. No, you can go," Hiccup breathed. Turning to Snotlout, he added, "Take the twins and follow them. Make sure they actually leave."

Still glaring at the ship full of Outcasts, Snotlout, Ruffnut, and Tuffnut took to the air. They circled the ship like vultures as the rowers began to shove off. Heather flinched as Savage grabbed her by her braid and began to pull her back towards the boat.

"Not her."

Heather's eyes went wide as she stared at Jack. The riders were fixing Jack with similar disbelieving looks, but he continued unabashed.

"Heather stays as our prisoner," he stated, leaving no room for argument. "Now let her go."

Savage stared at Jack skeptically. Then he smirked, releasing Heather's braid and shoving her forward. Heather stumbled, but caught herself before she face planted in the sand. "Fine, have it your way." Then he turned, stepping into the surf and grabbing the hull of his ship as it pulled out into the water. "Little argr," he growled to himself as he climbed into the longboat, low enough that his voice only reached his ears. The last thing he wanted at the moment was to provoke a fight.

Heather watched fearfully as the Outcast ship disappeared out into the ocean, escorted by the monstrous nightmare and the zippleback.

No.

No, no, no no _no no no_! This was not supposed to happen! This was not how it was supposed to end! They were- She was- Terror gripped her in an iron fist and the world seemed to swim. Dimly she was aware of a voice calling for her, but she paid it no mind. It did not matter, _nothing _mattered anymore! Each breath felt like boiling water being poured down her throat. The voice came again, and this time beyond simply not caring to answer, she was not able to. The world suddenly pitched to the side and the glow of dragon fire once again disappeared into black. Heather knew nothing more.

* * *

><p>(Author's Note: Fun fact - In viking culture weaving and sewing was closely associated with magic and spell craft. Reason? The most commonplace use of magic was rewriting one's destiny by <em>weaving <em>it. This is part of what contributed to the view of magic as an unmanly practice. Big tough vikings don't knit, _pssssht. _But we all know Jack, he doesn't care about social norms. If women can run into battle swinging an axe, men can sew and play tea party with little girls.

From here on the series starts to diverge a bit. Heather's reveal here is just the start. I didn't just suddenly throw the fearling in here; obviously this is not canon, but I'm going to rationalize these events by saying that the fearling _was _there when Jack was not, but Astrid never revisited the beach in that timeline and eventually a wave knocked over the boat. The fearling died due to sunlight exposure.

'Nother fun fact - calling a man argr to his face is basically challenging him to a fight to the death. Argr is an old Norse word that refers to a sexually submissive male. Savage basically called Jack a bitch.)


	7. Chapter 7: Rise of Jokul

**Chapter 7: Rise of Jokul**

If not for Toothless's constant companionship, Hiccup thought he might have gone mad by this point. He sat, as he had for the past twelve hours, at Heather's bedside in his own room, watching over the sleeping girl for some sign that she would soon awake. It was already well into the next day, the sun sinking lower and lower in the sky as the minutes trickled on. Hiccup had expected Heather to wake that morning - after which he and the others had planned to move her from Stoick's hut to the cells beneath the Great Hall - but the day was nearly over and he had yet to see her so much as stir.

Boredom was a constant during his long, monotonous watch. Hiccup had passed the time by working on several sketches - most of which lay as crumpled wads strewn across his floor - and speaking with Toothless, but he could not stop his heel from bouncing against the ground as he fought the urge to abandon his post and climb into Toothless's saddle. The nightfury seemed to share his sentiments, if the way he constantly circled the cramped space was any indication.

Again Toothless crooned, catching the end of Hiccup's sleeve between his teeth and giving the dragon rider a light tug. Offering his dragon an apologetic smile and a light scratch on the chin, Hiccup said, "Sorry bud. Not yet."

The nightfury huffed, fixing his rider with the draconic equivalent of a pout which did nothing to prompt his rider into motion but did earn him an extra scratch behind the head-fin.

A slight rapping drew the pair's attention to the top of the stairwell and as they turned to the noise they were met with the sight of Jack ascending the stairs, a steaming bowl of stew in his free hand and an apologetic smile on his face. "Hungry?"

"Starving," Hiccup replied as he snapped his notebook shut and tucked it inside of his vest. He accepted the bowl gratefully as Jack handed it to him, immediately lifting it to his lips and drinking down a large gulp of the thick liquid. For the first time all day his attention was drawn from the spy in his bed and a smile graced his lips as he watched Baby Tooth wrestle her way out of Jack's purse to greet Toothless. "How are things at the academy?"

"Oh, the usual," the spirit replied nonchalantly as he joined his companion in greeting Hiccup's. He knelt at the dragon's side, laying his staff on the ground before placing both hands on the underside of the nightfury's jaw. Toothless crooned as Jack began scratching. "The twins tried to set all of us on fire. Snotlout was being a jerk. Fishlegs talked. And talked. And _talked._" He shot Hiccup a halfhearted glare as the brunette chuckled. "Oh, and Astrid thought up an exciting new training exercise."

"Oh Tyr, I can't wait to hear this."

"Hand-to-claw combat."

"...You're kidding me."

"I kid you not, good sir."

"She did not seriously try to make you do that."

"Oh, she didn't _try_," Jack chuckled. "Luckily for 'Legs, Meatlug went easy on him. And Barf-and-Belch actually _kept _the twins from beating _each other _up."

"Dare I ask about Snotlout and Hookfang?" Hiccup asked before taking another swallow of stew.

"Eh, about the same as usual."

Hiccup rolled his eyes. "Figures."

"So how did your day go?"

With a dry laugh, Hiccup replied, "Oh, about as exciting as-"

"I was talking to Toothless," Jack interrupted with a playful smirk, Baby Tooth sniggering maliciously as he did.

"You're hilarious," Hiccup deadpanned as he fixed Jack with a dry look. The spirit merely burst out into giggles however, and Hiccup felt his expression softening as Jack laughed. Out of everyone, Jack had been the most affected by Heather's betrayal the previous night, and seeing the smile returned to his friend's face brought one to Hiccup as well.

Suddenly Hiccup became very much aware that he had been staring a moment longer than what might be considered normal. Heat crept to his cheeks as he tore his eyes away, heart beating a mile a minute.

((_Boooooooooored!_)) Toothless whined, oblivious to his rider's internal turmoil. ((_Closed-in-prison-predator-girl-sleep-sleep-sleep-lie-still-Hiccup-bored-me-bored-need-air-need-sun!_))

"I know buddy," Jack whispered soothingly. Baby Tooth trilled, perching atop the nightfury's head and running her pin-sized hands over a single one of Toothless's scales. Jack mimicked the motion further back on the nightfury's skull. The twin sensations soothed Toothless, rendering him calmer than he had been all day. "So how is she?" Jack asked, eyes remaining firmly locked on Toothless as he spoke. "Heather, I mean."

Moments ago Hiccup had been staring resolutely at his stew. Jack's new query, however, snapped him from his stupor and one again his eyes landed on Heather's prone form.

"She hasn't woken up yet," he responded, unable to keep from his voice the touch of concern he did not feel she deserved. "I think something could really be wrong with her."

"We still don't know how long the fearling's been feeding from her. It could have left her weak."

Hiccup hummed, but did not speak. His fingers tightened on the wooden bowl as he stared at the figure sleeping in his bed. Uncharacteristic anger burned in his chest as he watched her lie there peacefully. The knowledge that she had used their goodwill to her advantage and betrayed their trust sent hot waves through his bloodstream. The anger, however, did not completely outweigh his confusion or desire to know the whole story.

After all, despite all of the rumors and horror stories he had heard about the Outcasts, he had not once heard them having children among them.

It was not impossible, he supposed, for a girl to be born to the tribe, but all of the Outcast warriors he had seen were men and they hardly seemed to be the nurturing type. And if Heather was not of their tribe, that left more questions such as where _was_ she from and why was she working with the Outcasts? How had she, specifically, ended up tasked with spying on Berk and what was in it for her?

Then there was the matter of the fearling. Jack himself had said that it was well fed and that it could have been feeding from Heather for a long time. Why was it drawn to her? What was she so afraid of?

"Hey, Hic?"

Hiccup turned to Jack, snapped from his thoughts once more. Finally the spirit was looking at him, pale brows furrowed in concern.

"That word she used before... What was it? Sei- seiðmaðr?" Jack stumbled over the pronunciation. The word did not translate properly, even with the Gift of Tongues, and Jack could only guess that the reason was that it did not have a perfect English counterpart. "What does it mean?"

A lump formed in Hiccup's throat. "It's a word... that describes someone who uses magic," he explained somewhat hesitantly. "Specifically, a seiðmaðr is a _man _who practices it."

"Oh." Hiccup's explanation did little to allay his confusion. He still did not understand why the word would not translate, nor why Hiccup seemed uncomfortable discussing it. Baby Tooth trilled, placing one of her hands atop his consolingly. "Is it an insult?"

"Not exactly," Hiccup explained, rubbing the back of his neck sheepishly. "It's just that... men aren't exactly _supposed _to use magic. It's not..." Hiccup felt stupid and petty for what he was about to say. And like a hypocrite. "It's not manly."

Jack processed Hiccup's words slowly, exchanging a glance with Baby Tooth. The frost fairy was frowning, her _irritation-indigence_ leaking into Jack's emotions. "I see."

They sat in uncomfortable silence for a few moments, Jack silently absorbing this new information and Hiccup struggling to piece together a way to salvage this conversation.

"B-but, that doesn't really matter to someone like you, right? Because you're not... uh..." Suddenly Hiccup just wished he had kept his mouth shut.

"Because I'm not human?"

Jack was only staring at him with a raised brow, but Baby Tooth was openly glaring. Had they not been staring at him so intently Hiccup would have begun bashing his head on the nearest hard surface.

"But everyone here thinks I'm human," Jack mused aloud, derailing the lanky viking's train of thought. "What would they do if they found out? About the magic, I mean."

"It... depends I guess," Hiccup replied, running his thumbs over the rough surface of the bowl in his hands. The stew was lukewarm now, the steam no longer rising from the bowl. "Some people are willing to, uh, put up with seiðmaðrs because of how powerful they are. They can do things like control weather or predict the future. Some people are scared of them for the same reason." His fingers were tightening unconsciously around the bowl. "In most places seiðmaðrs are just barely tolerated, and in the worst instances they could be outright executed..."

Hiccup hesitated, a hot lump forming in the back of his throat. The look Jack was fixing him with had his stomach tying itself into knots. He looked afraid and vulnerable and Hiccup rather hated himself right at that moment but he felt it would be unfair to not tell Jack everything he knew.

Jack's hand had stilled atop Toothless's head, the other reaching unconsciously for the staff at his side. The nightfury crooned softly and Baby Tooth attempted to soothe him with gentle, loving emotions.

The bowl clicked as Hiccup set it down atop his desk. Standing abruptly, he took to Jack's side, placing a hand on his friend's shoulder. Jack relaxed into the touch.

"I won't let that happen though," Hiccup assured him. Jack's eyes snapped to Hiccup's face, taking in the quiet, firm resolve in his eyes as Hiccup gave his shoulder a light squeeze. "I promise."

Jack stared at the lanky viking for a moment, shock evident on his features. Hiccup was unsure of why; he thought it should have been obvious. Still, when the moment of surprise had passed and Jack smiled at him he felt his heart rate pick up again and he found himself unable to do anything but smile back.

The moment was ruined when, a second later, Baby Tooth appeared inches from Hiccup's face, shaking her pea-sized fists at him and shouting in hummingbird. A surprised shout flew past Hiccup's lips as he jumped back, legs hitting his chair and sending him toppling backwards into his desk. The whole desk shook with the impact, the bowl of stew on its surface upsetting and flying over the edge where it landed on Hiccup's head with a wet _schlop._ Hiccup lay there, stunned, as the lukewarm stew dripped from his hair and soaked his tunic while Baby Tooth just snickered at him.

"Oh Moon," Jack cried, leaping to his feet and rushing to Hiccup's side. "Are you okay?"

"I-I think so," Hiccup replied as Toothless lumbered to his other side. The nightfury hummed low in his throat before swiping the side of Hiccup's face with his broad, forked tongue.

"Oh, good," Jack replied. Seconds afterwards he burst out laughing.

"Your concern is heartwarming," Hiccup drawled as he plucked the bowl from atop his head and pulled himself to his feet, swiping at the thick stew and nightfury saliva coating the side of his face with the back of his sleeve.

"Oh come on, I asked if you were okay before I laughed," Jack argued. "Here, you go get cleaned up. I'll stay here and keep an eye on Heather. Maybe you can take Toothless for a fly while you're out."

Hiccup's eyes lit up at the idea and turning to his companion he found the nightfury staring at him with perked head-fins and pleading eyes. "You wouldn't mind staying here for a while?" Hiccup asked, turning back to Jack.

"Of course not," Jack replied, catching his staff with the top of his foot and kicking it upwards towards his hand. He swung it over his shoulder and offered Hiccup a smirk. "When else was I going to get a chance to snoop?"

"Please don't."

Jack's smirk turned into a cheeky grin as Baby Tooth rubbed her palms together conspiratorially. "Why? You hiding something?"

"Jack I'm serious."

The spirit chuckled and offered Hiccup a playful punch. Hiccup could not help comparing it to one of Astrid's. Jack's punch had been considerably lighter. He did not even feel the urge to rub his arm.

"Relax, kiddo, I'm joking." Using the hooked end of his staff Jack caught the back of Hiccup's upturned chair and righted it before spinning on his heel, plopping down in the chair, and waving off the brunette. "Go, have fun. Give Toothless a chance to stretch his wings."

Toothless caught the end of Hiccup's green tunic between his teeth, tugging him towards the stairs as he waved his tail playfully.

"We'll try not to take too long," Hiccup assured Jack as he allowed himself to be pulled out of the room.

"Have fun you two!" Jack called after the pair as they disappeared down the stairs.

He remained where he was until he was sure they were really gone, Baby Tooth landing on his shoulder to join him in his vigil. The moment they heard the door of the hut swing open and then clatter shut downstairs Jack was on his feet, eyes narrowed as he stared at the ebon-haired girl lying in Hiccup's bed.

"You can stop faking it now," he snapped. "I know you're awake."

For a moment longer Heather remained still. Just as Jack had begun contemplating freezing her hair, however, an exasperated sigh slipped past her lips and her eyes fluttered open. "How did you know?" the spy asked as she pulled herself upright.

"I have a friend who's a, uh... A sleep expert, I guess you could call him. He taught me a few tricks."

Baby Tooth chirped in affirmation, drawing Heather's gaze. She had previously been staring at her hands.

"I guess you didn't meet Baby Tooth yesterday," Jack mused aloud. "Heather, Baby Tooth. Baby Tooth, Heather."

((Floozy_,_)) the frost fairy hissed.

"_Baby Tooth_," Jack hissed, earning a pout from his companion.

"So, you really are magic," Heather breathed, tone almost unbelieving. Jack nodded.

"Yeah." He sat down on the end of the bed, eyes still on Heather. "But you already knew that. Why did you lie to those Outcasts last night?"

Heather glared at him. "What makes you think I lied?"

Jack glared right back. "Unless Astrid saw someone _else _sneaking around the village the other night. Look, I know you were spying on me and Astrid that night, which means you probably also saw me fly off right after, right?" Hesitantly, Heather nodded. "So why didn't you tell the Outcasts that?"

Heather's eyes were back on her hands, which had gone white with how tightly she was clenching them in the sheets. She started when suddenly one of Jack's hands covered her own, his cool skin brushing against hers delicately.

"Heather," he pressed, "The others want to lock you up the moment they find out you're awake. I'm willing to listen to your side of the story. I don't think you actually wanted to hurt anyone, but you have to _talk to me_."

Still, Heather would not speak. With a resigned sigh, Jack withdrew his hand, pulling himself to his feet. "Fine, have it your way." Turning his back on her, he threw his staff across his shoulders and strode towards the stairs.

"Alvin has my parents."

Jack froze mid-stride. Turning to face Heather, he found the spy still staring at her hands, though she looked nominally less composed than before. Her eyes were swimming and her lower lip was caught between her teeth.

"What about the pirates?"

A sigh. "There were never any pirates. It was always Alvin and his Outcasts." Finally Heather drew her eyes up. "Those odd jobs I used to do? Buying and selling information. I was good at it, and I could do it while working my main job at the tavern."

Cautiously, Jack approached Heather, not interrupting or pressing for her to continue, just listening.

"Bashem is right in the path between a lot of islands in the archipelago, so my tavern got patrons from a lot of different tribes. It was pretty easy for me to get information from the sailors, especially when they got drunk. Usually all I had to do was ask one or two casual questions and bat my eyes and they would tell me just about anything. Then I just went to a rival tribe with the information and they'd give me some trade goods or livestock or sometimes even gold in exchange.

"I did occasional small jobs for the Outcasts, from time to time. Nothing major, usually just telling them when the richest merchant ships were leaving and where they were going. They didn't pay very much, but they had a lot of requests so it added up. A couple of weeks ago Savage approached me with an offer: _Alvin's _weight in gold if I would go to Berk and collect information on a seiðmaðr with white hair."

"Me," Jack whispered, mostly to himself. Baby Tooth glowered at Heather from her perch on Jack's shoulder. _Fury-hatred-protectiveness _rolled off of her in waves. Jack did his best not to let her emotions into his voice. "So you said yes?"

"I said no," Heather corrected. "They thought they could use you to control the dragons. The Outcasts are bad enough now; they'd be much, _much _worse on dragon-back."

Jack nodded both in understanding and agreement.

"Savage came back a few more times, but my answer was always the same. Then, a few days ago, my parents brought me with them on a fishing trip."

"And the Outcasts attacked you while you were out at sea," Jack finished. Heather nodded. She drew her knees up to her chest and lowered her head.

"I just wanted to help them." Heather's voice began to warble. "I thought if I didn't tell them anything they wouldn't get in trouble, but now Mom and Dad are... They're..." Tremors wracked Heather's frame as she buried her face in her arms. "It's my fault. Th-they're dead and it's all my f-f-fault."

"Whoa, whoa, hey." Jack sat down on the bed next to Heather, placing one hand on her shoulder consolingly. "You don't know that. They could be out there still." Heather shook her head furiously.

"A-Alvin said h-he'd k-k-kill my parents if he didn't get w-what he wanted," she forced out between sobs. "S-Savage'll be n-nearly back to Outc-cast Island b-b-by now."

Baby Tooth chirped, turning to Jack just as he had been turning to her. They exchanged a look, a plan forming between them without the need for words.

'_Good or bad, naughty or nice, we protect them._'

North's voice echoed in his head, further assuring Jack that this was the right decision.

"Don't worry," he said as he offered Heather's shoulder a light squeeze. "We're not going to let that happen." Heather's shoulders did not still, nor did her tears stop falling. She did manage to lift her head from her arms, catching Jack's gaze with bleary, tear-filled eyes. "I think... We might have an idea," Jack continued, earning an affirmative tweet from Baby Tooth. "Do you think you can meet me on the beach tonight?"

* * *

><p>After being confined indoors for nearly an entire day, both Hiccup and Toothless had a lot of pent up energy to burn. Once they were in the air they became a blur. They weaved through the village like an obstacle course before taking to the open sea, riding close enough to the ocean surface to feel the stinging spray of saltwater as they raced with pods of thunderdrums just beneath the waves. When they grew bored of that they shot straight up into the sky where they performed complex acrobatic maneuvers in the clouds, Hiccup whooping and hollering while Toothless roared, ((<em>Toothless-Hiccup-strongest-fastest-forever-fly-go-go-go!<em>))

By the time the sun had started sinking beneath the horizon, painting the sky with hues of orange and pink, Hiccup and Toothless still had not completely burned all of their excess energy.

Eventually, though, Hiccup decided that they should return to the academy and check on the other riders. The wind ripped through his tunic and hair as they shot towards the ring, Toothless's tongue flapping at the side of his mouth.

The roar of flames greeted the pair as they touched down outside of the academy gate and Hiccup feared a training accident. When he heard the hiss of steam followed by Fishlegs's taunting, "_Quit whining, Snotlout_!" he immediately calmed.

"Hey guys," Hiccup greeted as he stepped down into the ring. Behind him Toothless crooned and immediately Stormfly and Astrid dropped down beside the pair, the nadderhead squawking in greeting. "What's going on here?"

"Training exercises," Astrid replied, gesturing to the charred remains of the catapult Snotlout had previously been manning.

"Oh, yeah, Jack mentioned that. How did hand-to-claw combat go?"

The rest of the riders visibly winced while Astrid merely shrugged. "Not too terrible, although Fishlegs' form needs some work."

"_What _form?" Snotlout scoffed. "The form of a dead yak, you mean?"

"Hey! I heard that!" Fishlegs snapped, Meatlug letting out a guttural noise that may have either been a growl or a yawn.

Astrid let out a low hum as she dismounted Stormfly. The nadderhead shook as her rider's weight disappeared from the saddle, her quills peeking out from beneath the gold and blue scales on her tail as she did. Astrid's mouth was open to say something more when suddenly a red-orange glow lit up the arena from behind her. Astrid whirled around, Stormfly's head snapping to the side to get a good look while Hiccup and Toothless exchanged exasperated sighs.

"Snotlout, would you quit fooling around!?" Astrid scolded as she took in the sight of Snotlout's rampaging dragon. Hookfang was coated in flames, snarling and spitting at the nearby zippleback while Barf-and-Belch's riders snickered.

Snotlout was sitting a few feet away from his dragon, legs sprawled underneath him as he nursed his bruised bottom with one hand. "It wasn't me. It was them!" he hissed, jabbing his thumb in the direction of the twins.

"Uh, sorry!" Ruffnut did not look sorry. The half-hearted apology had been uttered through a smirk and her brother was still snickering.

"Yeah, we're still working out the kinks," Tuffnut managed to get out through barely stifled laughter.

Hookfang let out an agitated roar and released a spurt of flame against the wall. He left a scorch mark the size of a gronkle as he whipped his still flaming tail back and forth, coming dangerously close to knocking Fishlegs and Meatlug out of the air.

"Can you calm him down?" Astrid snapped as she gestured to the rampaging dragon. Snotlout rolled his eyes as he pulled himself to his feet.

"Fine. Whatever." Snotlout charged at his dragon.

Hiccup raised an eyebrow, not sure what he was expecting his cousin to do. He certainly did not expect Snotlout to grab ahold of the flaming dragon's horns and bend them roughly to the ground. For a moment he was prepared to tell Snotlout off for hurting the monstrous nightmare, but Hookfang seemed relaxed, happy even. The flames died instantly and his muscles went slack. A low hum rose from his throat as his tongue lolled out of the side of his mouth.

"Figured that one out yesterday," Snotlout bragged as the climbed into the subdued dragon's saddle. "He likes it."

"Wait, wait, wait. He _likes _having his horns bent to the ground?" Fishlegs asked, raising one eyebrow skeptically. Ruffnut interrupted before Snotlout got a chance to anwer.

"Tuffnut does."

Tuffnut turned to face his sister. "I do?"

Before anyone had a chance to respond Ruffnut flew from her saddle and tackled her brother to the ground. She grabbed ahold of the horns on his helmet and pressed his face against the floor of the arena, her knees digging roughly into his back.

"Oh yeah, that does feel kind of nice," Tuffnut drawled. "The dirt's soft."

"Well, it's nice to know my students spent their free time productively setting each other on fire and shoving each other into the ground," Hiccup joked. Astrid shot him a look that was half-annoyed but also half-amused.

"And what did you do with your free time, oh great Dragon Master?"

"What do you think?" Toothless huffed as though to repeat the brunette's sarcastic response. "I tried to work on some new saddle designs for Toothless while we were cooped up, but most of my ideas didn't turn out too well. I'm thinking about shortening the connecting rod, though."

"Mm-hmm." Astrid nodded, but she did not really understand. "And what about Little Miss Innocent? Is she still asleep?"

"She was last I checked." Hiccup offered the blonde a shrug. "I left her with Jack and Baby Tooth a couple of hours ago."

The sun was sinking lower and lower now. Casting her gaze to the sky, Astrid could see the pale light of the half-moon peeking out from behind wispy, twilight-painted clouds.

"We should probably be getting back to check on them." Astrid placed one foot on Stormfly's stirrup, hefting herself up onto the saddle in one smooth motion. "And I think these mutton-heads have had enough training for today."

"I agree!" Fishlegs chimed in, raising his bandaged hand. Meatlug licked it apologetically.

* * *

><p>The secluded beach where Heather had met with the Outcasts the previous night looked no less ominous under the light of the moon than it had in total darkness. The scene she found herself in was eerily familiar; she was wet, cold, waiting alone in the dark for someone she was not sure would come. Casting her gaze downwards, Heather again took in the sight of the cover of the Book of Dragons. The tome in her hands seemed to grow heavier with each passing moment.<p>

The crash of waves against the sand was the only sound Heather heard for a long while. It reminded her of home, and brought forth a familiar ache in her chest.

'_He hasn't left,_' she tried to assure herself. She remained still, stoic, staring out into the open sea without letting her anxiety spill into her features. '_Just be patient. You haven't been waiting as long as you think you have. He'll be here any moment now. We're going to save them. Mom and Dad..._'

Heather jumped, heart hammering in her ribcage, as she caught a high-pitched trilling sound from somewhere in the darkness behind her. Even as she spun to face the pine woods to her rear, however, she recognized the sound as the hum of Baby Tooth's wings and knew she had overreacted. Though as this realization came to her, so did the realization that this sound was accompanied by another, unfamiliar one. It sounded almost like wind-chimes at first, high, almost musical. But as the sound came closer she realized that there was something off about it. For one, the tinkling sound did not come in time with the breezy gusts that had been pulling at her thin clothes all night. For another, although the sound was indeed musical, there was a sharper quality to it.

"Hello?" she called. "Jack, is that you?"

Silence fell. For a moment Heather was prepared to blame an overactive imagination when suddenly the light breeze became a gale, shaking pine needles from the trees and kicking up the sand from the beach. Through barely parted eyes Heather saw a misshapen figure drop from the sky, landing only a few feet from her, and as the wind stilled and the moonlight revealed the figure's features a scream ripped itself from her throat.

Baby Tooth winced as Heather began to shriek. The raven-haired girl backpedaled so suddenly that her foot caught on a bit of driftwood and she fell backwards into the sand, the tome flying from her grasp.

"Whoa, whoa, Heather! Calm down, it's only me!" Jack's voice cried from beneath the icicle-adorned face of the creature. Instantly Heather's scream ceased, her already wide eyes going wider.

"Jack? How..."

She trailed off as Jack offered her his hand. As she grabbed it and allowed the frost spirit to pull her to her feet she could feel a thin sheen of ice coating his skin, tapering off into claw-like points over his fingers.

Jack's face was completely hidden beneath what appeared to be a mask made entirely of ice. A thorny crest sprouted from the red wood over the eyes, spreading upwards and protruding over the edges of the mask where they transformed into sharp, wicked horns reminiscent of Hookfang's. The lower half of the mask was covered in overlapping crystalline plates that descended beneath the line of the mask to cover his chin and neck. The mask's original red color was hardly even visible thanks to the sparse lighting and the thick layers of ice and frost; it looked near-pitch, or, in the fleeting moments when the clouds shifted and the moon lit the area proper, like a very dark purple.

Jack had also covered the soft wolf-skin that was draped over his shoulders. The wolf's ears had been hidden beneath a pair of thick, segmented horns that curled over the back of the hood and helped to keep it in place. Dagger-like icicles sprouting from the fur clinked together musically with every slight breeze and with every movement Jack made.

His staff had similarly been transformed. Where before only a thin sheen of frost had decorated it, now needle-like spikes of ice spiraled down the length, parting only where Jack's hand wrapped around the wood. At the unbent end of the staff these needles tapered off into one long, wicked blade, giving Jack's staff the appearance of a bizarre spear.

"Y-you look like a frost giant!" Heather exclaimed as she willed her heart to stop beating.

"Um, thank you?" Jack spun his staff, and for a moment Heather could see the friendly, gentle boy from the previous day beneath the monster's cloak. "Hopefully the Outcasts think the same thing."

Heather mm-hmmed affirmatively as she bent and groped along the sand for the book.

"There's one more thing." Heather looked up and jolted as Jack suddenly threw something to her. She barely caught the coil of rope as it smacked into her chest. Behind her Jack had stepped into water, far enough that his feet were completely submerged with each swell. Heather turned and stared at the snow spirit, clutching the book in one hand and the coil of rope in the other and not understanding why she had either. "Try not to scream this time, all right? It took me a while to recruit this guy."

Nodding mutely, Heather brushed the wet sand from the cover of the Book of Dragons. She placed the rope coil on top of the book and clutched both to her breast as she watched Jack turn his back on her once more, Baby Tooth hovering over his shoulder. For a moment Heather could swear she saw the frost fairy turn to her and smirk mischievously.

Again Jack began to speak, his voice low enough now that Heather was unable to make out what he was saying. At first she assumed he was speaking to Baby Tooth. A few moments later, however, she caught sight of something shifting beneath the water several feet out. The water began to swell and part as a long, snake-like head rose from beneath it. Two huge, pearly eyes blinked at Heather from the top of a long, narrow head with a bulbous sack-like chin. The creature's mouth parted in a low hiss, steam rising from between rows of needle-like fangs.

"...That is a scauldron."

"Mmmhh, yep."

Heather stared at the dragon for a moment longer. "I think I need to sit down for a minute."

Baby Tooth rolled her eyes and began tweeting at the girl.

"Only for a minute. We need to get to Outcast Island fast."

Heather did not sit, but she did turn her back to Jack and the dragon. She forced herself to breathe deeply and evenly as she wrapped her head around the fact that Jack had randomly recruited a scauldron to help them on what was sure to be a suicide mission. When she felt she could speak calmly again she whirled around.

"Why a scauldron?"

"Well, I can't really carry you all the way to Outcast Island, and I figured someone would probably notice if we dropped in out of the sky."

The scauldron stared at Heather curiously curiously. For a moment the ebony-haired girl feared that he was wondering what she might taste like.

'_Don't be ridiculous, dragons don't eat people, they eat fish, Hiccup and the others said so, they don't eat people, dragons eat fish, dragons don't eat people, dragons eat fish, don't eat people eat fish don't eat people-_'

A jolt raced through her body and she jumped back as the scauldron moved towards her.

"Whoa, hey now, don't be afraid," Jack said gently as the scauldron brought his face close to Heather's. The dragon's lipless mouth parted slightly, revealing rows of wicked teeth and doing nothing to calm Heather's rapidly pounding heart. "He's just getting to know you."

The scauldron's nostrils flared, pulling loose strands of black hair towards his muzzle as he took in her scent. The sensation tickled, and despite herself Heather let out a nervous laugh.

"Hold out your hand," Jack urged. Heather, unable to think to do much else, complied. She held out her palm towards the scauldron and kept it there, just a few inches from the dragon's muzzle. Jack and Baby Tooth watched, enthralled, as the scauldron stared at Heather contemplatively. For a moment time seemed to slow, then the dragon closed the distance, pressing his muzzle to Heather's outstretched hand.

At first Heather was frozen in shock, but as realization dawned and the scauldron pulled back a slow, silly grin began to spread across her face. She pressed her other hand against the scauldron's chin and began to stroke it gently. "Hey. Hi there... Spout. Are you ready to help us save my parents?"

The newly-named dragon huffed and then drew back, pushing off of the sand with his powerful fins until he was floating freely several feet from the beach.

"The sooner we go, the better," Jack reminded Heather as he held out his hand to her. Heather accepted his hand a bit nervously, not for the fact that he still looked rather intimidating draped in icicles as he was, but because Baby Tooth was glaring venomously at her over Jack's shoulder.

She clutched the book to her chest as the Wind wrapped around the two of them and Jack lifted her several feet into the air, swiftly and gently guiding her to Spout. The sea-dragon watched as Jack lowered Heather gently onto his back between powerful, wing-like fins and when he felt the girl's weight settle he turned growled out, ((_Me-go-fast-fast-fast-strong-hold-tight-wingless-careful-hold-safe._))

"Hold on tight," Jack translated from the air above their heads. "Spout's going to go fast."

Heather was quick to comply. She pressed herself down flat against Spout's back, and with a little struggle managed to loop the rope around his neck a few times before fastening it securely to her belt.

"Are you ready?" Jack called. Heather made sure her grip on the book was steady before nodding. "All right, let's go!"

Spout rocketed out into open sea, back skimming the surface of the water as Jack and Baby Tooth flanked him overhead.

* * *

><p>Night had already fallen by the time Astrid and Hiccup made it back to the village. Guided by the light of the stars and moon overhead, the pair touched down outside of Hiccup's hut. Hiccup's shoulders were aching from the brimming basket of fish slung over them, and finally he felt tired enough to actually return to his room. Hopefully, he thought, he would be able to collapse in his bed after he fed Toothless.<p>

Thornado was lounging at the base of the steps just outside of the hut and hummed in greeting as the two riders and their dragons approached. Atop his head Wodensfang was perched. The blue scaled terror exchanged chittering sounds with Stormfly and Toothless and let out a stream of satisfied smoke when Astrid offered him a scratch on the underside of his chin.

"So that's where you went, Wodensfang." Thornado's wooden feeding trough was filled with fresh fish bones, but Astrid doubted that the chief thought of Wodensfang when feeding his thunderdrum. Without asking permission - or earning more than a half-hearted protest from Hiccup - she flipped open the basket on his shoulders, selected a juicy-looking salmon from the top, and tossed it to the terror who leaped from his perch to catch it mid-air and then swallow it in one gulp. "There ya go."

"You wanna come in?" Hiccup offered. "I bet Jack's dying of boredom by now."

"Sure." Placing her hands on the underside of Stormfly's chin, Astrid pressed her forehead to the nadder's beak and said, "You wait out here, girl. I'll just be a few minutes."

Stormfly crooned and when Astrid pulled away she settled down into the grass next to the Thornado and Wodensfang, Toothless following his rider inside. When she and Hiccup closed the door behind them the three dragons were exchanging animated growls, squawks, and chirps.

A fire was already roaring in the pit when the two teens entered the house with Toothless and Stoick the Vast was lounging nearby in an armchair, boots discarded, helm slightly askew, and a series of light snores whistling through his nostrils. Crooning, Toothless tried to approach the viking chief, but Hiccup grabbed ahold of Toothless's saddle and tugged him towards the stairs.

"This way, bud," he whispered. "Let's let Dad sleep."

Hiccup led Astrid and Toothless up the stairs as silently as he could with the wood creaking beneath their feet. "Jack?" he whispered hoarsely as he made it to the top of the stairs. "Jack, we're ba-"

Hiccup froze. His bed was unoccupied, as was the seat next to it. Toothless bounded across the room, placing his front paws on top of the wooden frame of Hiccup's bed and pressing his muzzle to the sheets to sniff curiously.

"Heather must have woken up while you were out," Astrid suggested halfheartedly. It sounded wrong, even to her, but no one in the room could quite place why. Astrid shrugged her paranoia off as a side-effect of her previous encounter with the fearling.

"Probably," Hiccup agreed as he set the basket of fish down next to Toothless's bed. Immediately the dragon lept atop the slate, shoving his muzzle into the open basket and swallowing huge mouthfuls of fish at a time. Hiccup smiled, giving the nightfury a light scratch behind one of his head-fins before making his way over to his bed. He flopped down on the pile of furs atop the wooden frame, feeling several small _pops_ along his spine as he did. Squeezing his eyes tight, he complained, "Urgh, remind me to never stay inside all day ever again. Ever."

With a light chuckle, Astrid replied, "I'll be sure to do that." She stooped, scooping up one of the crumpled wads of paper Hiccup had not bothered to clean up earlier that day. Carefully she unfurled it, revealing a half-formed sketch that was most certainly _not_ the saddle design Hiccup had claimed to be working on.

"Hiccup?"

Hiccup did not move from where he lay on his bed, nor did he so much as open his eyes. "Mhm?"

"Is this supposed to be Jack?"

Instantly Hiccup was upright, eyes wide.

"Wow, this is really detailed," Astrid mused while Hiccup sputtered and blushed. "Why did you throw it away?"

"It wasn't coming out right," Hiccup half-lied as he pulled himself to his feet, putting his hands up defensively. In truth, Hiccup had not even meant for that drawing to be of Jack. He had begun with the intention of drawing Wodensfang, but his mind wandered and before he knew it he had drawn the snow spirit. Again. Silently, Hiccup prayed to the gods that Astrid would not investigate each and every discarded drawing on the floor.

"Wait, another one?"

Apparently the only god that was listening was Loki.

"Jack, Jack, Jack and... Oh, look! Another drawing of Jack!"

"Okay, that's enough of that!" Hiccup cried as he snatched the drawings out of Astrid's hands. He tried to hide the flush on his face as he crumpled the drawings into one large wad, ignoring Astrid's perked brow and Toothless's mocking _goff goff goff_. Dropping to his knees, he tossed the paper wad under his bed, scooping up the remaining discarded pages Astrid had yet to get her hands on and shoving them after the first. "I was tired and bored and couldn't decide on anything else to draw, and why am I even explaining this? Just don't-"

Hiccup froze, eyes going wide. Astrid was still staring at him, arms crossed, hips tilted to the side and brow perked. "Hiccup?"

"The Book of Dragons." Hiccup's voice was barely a whisper. Still on his knees he turned to face Astrid and Toothless, an expression of horror on his face. "It's..."

Dread hit Astrid like a war-hammer.

* * *

><p>The pounding of reptilian wings against the ocean wind nearly matched the pounding of Hiccup's heartbeat. His severed leg ached from the constant adjustments he was making to the position of Toothless's artificial tail fin to compensate for the unsteady air currents. Toothless trilled both to comfort his other rider and to urge the other dragons to fly faster. Despite the wind, he knew that he and his rider could be going much faster than they were. Only Stormfly was keeping up with little difficulty.<p>

"I still don't get it," Fishlegs called from somewhere over Hiccup's shoulder. "Heather was in bad shape, and alone. And Jack has magic. How could she have kidnapped him?"

"Maybe she wasn't alone," Astrid suggested. Her voice was much closer than Fishlegs'. "Maybe those Outcasts from yesterday came back, or maybe she had someone else on the island helping her."

"Or maybe," Snotlout growled, "I was right and that guy was a traitor all along."

"Snotlout..." Astrid warned.

"You know what? I bet that _he _kidnapped _Heather_ and dragged her off somewhere so he could eat her-"

Without another warning Astrid directed Stormfly to glide, upside-down, over Hookfang and Snotlout and before the burly youth got a chance to finish his sentence she plowed her fist into the side of his head, knocking his helmet askew and earning snickers from the twins.

"No... No, I don't think any of that's what happened," Hiccup said as he reviewed the events of the past two days in his head. There was still something they were missing, some vital piece of information. Toothless crooned once more and Hiccup leaned forward, placing his hand on top of the nightfury's head.

"Are we even sure they're on Outcast island?" Fishlegs asked. Hiccup had to admit, it was a valid concern.

"Uh, where else would they be?" Tuffnut asked.

"At the bottom of the ocean," his sister offered jokingly... Hiccup hoped. "In a dragon's stomach, on top of a volcano-"

"One," Hiccup interrupted, glaring at the twins over his shoulder, "Those aren't serious guesses. Two, this is not helping _at all._"

The twins continued to snicker as Hiccup turned his back on them once more, glaring out into the moon-lit sea ahead of him. A squawk to his left drew his attention.

"Don't worry Hiccup," Astrid assured him. "We'll find them before anything happens."

Hiccup nodded, but looked unconvinced.

"Besides, Jack's got Baby Tooth with him," the sapphire-eyed girl continued, a slight smirk pulling at her lips. "As long as she's around _nothing's _going to hurt Jack."

Despite himself, Hiccup chuckled. "Yeah..."

Astrid was right, of course. Baby Tooth was absolutely devoted to Jack, the same way Toothless was devoted to Hiccup. Though tiny, she was also quite fierce, and she had magic of her own.

Which only led Hiccup to ponder more. Baby Tooth was a lot stronger than she looked, and Jack was no pushover either. So how had Heather managed to take them? The only answer Hiccup found himself able to come up with was that Heather had _not _taken them and that they left willingly. From there his train of thought devolved into a downward spiral of questions, theories - most of them unpleasant - and half-formed fears, and with each paranoid idea he shot down the more Hiccup found himself realizing something even more frightening than any of the imaginary scenarios he was creating for himself.

He knew next to nothing about Jack Frost.

Realization hit him like a tidal wave and nearly left him winded. He had met Jack over a month ago now but hardly knew anything about the white-haired spirit; not where he lived, not whether or not he had any living family, not even how he had ended up in Berk. How could he begin to guess at Jack's intentions when he knew nothing about him?

Then, for one horrible second, Hiccup began to wonder if Snotlout had been right; not that he thought Jack was a human-eater, but what if he _was_ some kind of monster, a dangerous creature like the ones from the sagas that used human lives as playthings? What if he was a trickster, like Loki, or worse?

Toothless's crooning snapped Hiccup abruptly from his thoughts. As the real world came back into focus he found his dragon staring back at him with gentle, lipid eyes and instantly Hiccup was reminded of that night a few weeks prior, following their encounter with the blue oleanders.

Guilt punched Hiccup in the stomach.

Why was he doubting Jack? Okay, so he did not know much about the white-haired boy's _history _but he knew enough about Jack himself to know he would never betray them. He was kind. He was playful and sometimes mischievous, but never malicious. He was clever and inquisitive and more than a bit childish. Sometimes he seemed lonely. Sometimes he seemed lost. Never once, however, had Hiccup seen him do anything remotely cruel or malevolent.

So maybe he had no idea _why _Jack had left with Heather without telling anyone, but he _did _know that Jack must have had a good reason behind it.

In the distance he could see a dark, menacing silhouette rising from the ocean. As the riders and their dragons neared the shape it transformed into an island composed of sharp, jagged grey stone. Blackened trees dotted the otherwise barren land and flocks of wild dragons filled the air overhead.

"There it is," Hiccup announced. "Outcast Island."

* * *

><p>The Outcasts lived, for the most part, underground, carving their homes, their shops, their dungeons, and just about everything else into a winding labyrinth beneath the earth. With the wild dragons completely overrunning the surface, they were left without much of a choice. Heather crept along these tunnels as silently as she could. This was not her element. Her form of spying involved being seen and heard. Skulking about in the dark was new to her, and completely and utterly terrifying. The only small comfort was the constant presence hovering over her shoulder.<p>

She could hear echoing growls through the man-made caves, along with the far off pounding of armor-clad feet against the stone. At one point she saw a massive shadow of a man appear in the tunnel just ahead of her and had only a few seconds to throw herself into a slight crevice in the uneven walls before a burly Outcast warrior turned the corner, followed not long after by two smaller fellows.

"Hurry up lads!" the larger one had cried as he barreled down the tunnel. "We're under attack!"

"We're always under attack," one of the smaller ones protested as he struggled to keep up.

"Not like this," the third shouted. "It's a _jötunn_! A frost giant!"

After that the three of them had rounded another corner, stampeding down the tunnels and out of sight as they made their way up to the surface, where Jack was waiting for them. Heather released the breath she had been holding and Baby Tooth tugged at the front of her tunic, urging her onward. The spy nodded and ran down the now-vacated tunnel, heart pounding ever-more frantically in her ears.

Her fingers dug into the cover of the Book of Dragons. A last resort, Jack had called it, just in case she got caught and needed something to bargain with. Of course, Jack's intention was to ensure that she did _not _get caught. The idea was to _not _allow the Outcasts to see the book's contents.

All of this so far was Jack's plan; draped in his cloak of icicles, Jack had begun creating a commotion on the surface. Much to Heather's bewilderment, Jack outright refused to kill any of the vikings, though she was sure he could have done so easily. He surprised some of the guards, chucked snowballs at them, created patches of ice under their feet, and darted away when they chased after him with swords and axes drawn. Some he trapped in blocks of ice, leaving only their faces exposed so that they would not suffocate. More and more Outcasts were called to the surface as Jack's antics continued, leaving the tunnels relatively empty. Baby Tooth he had left at Heather's side for the human girl's protection. Baby Tooth had protested vehemently in her twittering language, but Jack would not hear it. Eventually the frost fairy had acquiesced, and Heather had watched, bemused, as she chirped something at him and he replied with, '_I love you too_,' before placing an air-light kiss on the silver feather adorning her forehead before sending the two of them off.

The Outcasts' tunnels were wholly unfamiliar to Heather. She had stumbled upon the dungeons mostly by accident, and all of the cells she had seen thus far were empty. It was hardly surprising to see them at all; the Outcasts were one of the most prevalent tribes involved in the slave trade in the archipelago, after all. But why were so many of them empty? Heather could only begin to guess.

When she suddenly came across a massive chamber lined with rows upon rows of cells, all of them filled with snarling, vicious, wild dragons, the answer slammed into her stomach and she suddenly felt bile creeping up her throat. Bones and flecks of dried blood and scraps of leather and dyed wool littered the floors of the cages and the moment she entered the room the dragons began throwing themselves at the bars and gnashing their teeth at her. Wild dragons, _free _dragons ate fish; when pushed to the brink of starvation, however, one could not afford to be picky.

Tears stung at her eyes which she swiped away furiously. '_No,_' she scolded herself. '_Mom and Dad are still alive. I know they are. They have to be. I just need to find them and we can go home and everything will be fine, just like Jack said. I believe, I believe, I believe..._'

Baby Tooth chirped, once again spurring Heather onwards.

The two of them continued to travel deeper and deeper into the tunnels. The only lighting came from very widely spaced torches, casting long shadows that made Heather's heart pound, but provided enough cover to duck into should anyone come to check on the dragons. No one did, however, and longer Heather was down here and the further she and Baby Tooth descended into the earth the more nervous she became. With her free hand Heather tugged at her braid, fighting off the urge to look over her shoulder once more. She was unable to shake the impression of eyes following her; not the dragons' eyes, which were hungry and desperate and scared, just like she was, but someone else, some_thing _else. It felt evil, and sent shivers up her spine.

"I wish we had a map of this place," Heather commented in an attempt to ward off the near-stifling silence. "I have no idea how we're going to get out again."

Baby Tooth twittered at her, gesturing with her tiny hands and nodding furiously. '_We'll find our way back out,_' Heather imagined her saying. '_Just stick close to me._'

Heather nodded and allowed the frost fairy to lead her through the tunnels.

The next chamber they entered was nearly identical to the first, save that the cells were all empty. Also unlike the first chamber the moment Heather stepped into the open space the smell of fresh, fertile earth hit her. She staggered forward, almost drunk on the impossible scent; there _was _no fertile earth on Outcast Island. Yet as she ventured further into the chamber she realized that the smell was not the only strange thing about the room. The air felt warm. Cracks in the stone seemed to _breathe_. Even the cells - dark and spike-clad as they were - were made more inviting by the presence of thick, healthy tree roots breaking through the stone and nearly covering the walls.

"What is this place?" Heather wondered aloud, not really expecting an answer.

An answer came. "Well, you're in my home, dearie!"

Baby Tooth and Heather yelped in unison as they whirled towards the voice that had called to them seemingly from nowhere. Cackling laughter echoed from the largest cell in the very back of the room.

"Oh, don't be frightened dearies! I don't bite!"

Heather exchanged a nervous glance with Baby Tooth, receiving a shrug in response. Finding no harm in it, Heather approached the cell tentatively. The gate was much larger than those lining the rest of the room, and looked almost grand in comparison. Rather than being welded of jagged spikes, the bars of the cage were formed into intricate, swirling loops and as she got closer Heather realized that they were not metal at all, but instead some sort of black wood.

'_Probably Loki tree,_' Heather thought as she peered between the bars. In the shadows of the cell she could just make out the hunched form of an old woman draped in a grey woolen cloak sitting contentedly on the swelling bulge of a massive tree root. In one of her thin, knobbly hands she held an unfinished carving from which the rough shape of a bear was slowly emerging. With the other she held a small, thin blade which she deftly used to slice off chips of wood from the carving and smooth out the harsh angles and corners.

The woman was grey-haired, with bulging eyes and a prominent, hooked nose. A few wispy grey hairs sprouted from her chin and her ears sagged from the weight of the heavy wooden ornaments dangling from them. When she finally looked up from her carving and smiled at Heather the young girl could see she was missing several teeth.

"Well then, dearie, don't stand there all day, I have a lot of whittling to do you know!"

Heather blinked. "Um, I'm sorry?"

"You're hear to pick up that special order, right?" With a huff the old woman set aside her carving atop another tree root and hopped to her feet. Wooden beads clacked together on the multiple necklaces swinging from around her neck as she hobbled over to to the cell door and, with only a light tug, swung the door open, _inwards_. "Come in, come in, I have your product right here."

"M-my product?" Heather turned to Baby Tooth for help, but the frost fairy could only offer her a shrug. Heather stepped inside the cell, eying the woman suspiciously as she began to dig through a wooden chest pushed against the far wall of the cell and nearly overgrown with vines. "Ma'am, you must be mistaken. I didn't order anything from you."

The woman cackled. "Oh, of course _you _didn't! It was that young freckle-faced lad!" The woman began to pull out random trinkets - most of them bear themed - and toss them haphazardly over her shoulder. "Placed an order quite some time ago for pickup. Said a young girl would be fetching it for him. What was the name again? Cough? Wheezy?"

"Hiccup?"

"That's the one!" The woman crowed triumphantly. "Young Hiccup Horrendous Haddock. Ah! Here it is!"

From a velvet chord wrapped around her spidery fingers the old woman held aloft a wooden pendant.

"How do you know Hiccup?" Heather asked as the old woman shuffled over to her. She accepted the pendant with little choice when the old woman shoved it into her free hand and despite the strangeness of the situation found herself admiring the beautiful carving on the front. Two prancing dragons faced each other, claws bared, wings extended and flames spurting from their open maws. Their long, intricate tails curved along the outside of the pendant, the right dragon's tail curving along the top and the left dragon's tail curving along the bottom. When the tails reached the exact top and bottom of the pendant they curved sharply and met perfectly in the center.

"I wanted it to be bears. So much more elegant," the old woman huffed. "But, well, the lad insisted." Suddenly Heather found herself being whirled around and shoved none too gently towards the exit. "Now shoo! Off you go! Business concluded!"

"Wait!"

The old woman did not wait. Abruptly Heather was shoved out of the cell. She whirled around, prepared to demand answers, but was met with... nothing.

No cell, just a blank wall.

The air was cold and stagnant again, and the tree roots had vanished.

She and Baby Tooth were alone again in the barren Outcast prison.

Heather and Baby Tooth both exchanged bewildered looks. Breath did not come easily to Heather as she wondered whether she had just had a vision or she was going insane. As she looked down at her palm, however, she found the pendant clasped so tightly in her hand that her nails were turning white.

Relaxing her grip she asked, "What do you think it's for?"

Baby Tooth twittered, shrugging noncommittally as though to say, '_How would I know?_'

Frowning, the ebony-haired girl continued to study the pendant. She ran her fingers over the surface of the wood. It felt smooth, with only slight protrusions where the carved dragons danced. It was a little smaller than her palm and heavier than it looked. Heather raised a slender brow, bouncing the pendant a little in her hand to test the weight.

"It's heavy," she commented. Tucking the book underneath one arm, she attempted to pry the pendant open. Her nails scrabbled over the wood, but she could find no seam, no opening. "How do you..." she grumbled, failing to pry open the pendant. "What is this... Ugh!"

Giving into her frustration, Heather slumped back against the now smooth wall. She slid down into a sitting position, letting the book land on the floor beside her with a dull _thud_. "This is hopeless," she half-muttered, half-sobbed. "I'll never find them." She glared down at the pendant. "Useless seiðkonur..."

Baby Tooth trilled, hovering close to Heather's face. The raven-haired girl did not notice; her gaze was still trained on the pendant. Wings humming, Baby Tooth floated towards the carving. Something about it felt familiar. It reeked of magic, the kind that was very old and very powerful. Suspicion crept into the frost fairy's gut and, after only a slight pause, she reached for the pendant.

The moment her skin made contact with the wood the magic sprung to life.

A startled gasp slipped past Heather's lips as the twin dragons suddenly began to glow with golden light. Baby Tooth twittered excitedly when the carvings came alive, maws parting in a soundless roar and tails intertwining with one another. A seam suddenly appeared between them, bisecting the amulet. When Heather hesitated a moment too long Baby Tooth rested her tiny hands on her fingers and nodded encouragingly. Heather nodded back, and then opened the amulet.

"It's a... compass."

A golden needle woven of intricate knots spun atop the center of a moon-colored dial. At the very top of the dial, in place of the rune symbolizing North, was a seven-pointed star that seemed to glow and pulse in time with her heartbeat. Across the pale yellow backdrop painted images of wolves, dragons, and, of course, bears ran in an endless cycle; quite literally. The tiny figures moved as fluidly as water, leaving in their wake wispy ribbons of mist.

"It's... beautiful," Heather mused as she pulled herself to her feet. "But how's this going to help us? Why did Hiccup order it from that seiðkonur?" After a slight pause, during which Heather and Baby Tooth exchanged curious looks, she continued, "Who _was _that woman and how did Hiccup know her?"

Baby Tooth trilled as Heather continued to examine the compass. The needle was still spinning aimlessly. The stupid thing was broken! It figured that the one being in this place who could possibly help her would give her a broken compass. What she needed was a way to find her parents!

As though responding to her thoughts, the needle's spinning slowed. It wobbled and danced and then froze, pointing back down the tunnel from which they had come. Exciting twittering flew from Baby Tooth's mouth and her wings buzzed restlessly. She began to gesture wildly down the tunnel and suddenly a crazy thought occurred to Heather.

"Wait, is this a magic compass? Will it take me to Mom and Dad?"

Baby Tooth chirped and then gave Heather a firm nod. Without another sound Heather fastened the velvet chord around her neck. Hastily she scooped up the discarded book and then, checking the compass one more time, she took off running down the tunnel towards her parents.

* * *

><p>The Outcasts were in a panic. Even from the backs of their dragons high above the island the Riders of Berk could see that. Snow and ice covered the ground and coated the vikings' weapons and armor, in some cases thick enough that the vikings wearing them were immobilized. Outcasts hurled insults and curses at the open air and at each other. Most disturbing of all, Hiccup thought, were the grotesque ice sculptures that littered the surface of the island.<p>

"Well, we know Jack is here," Astrid shouted over the wind. "And I guess we know where the fearling came from too."

Hiccup nodded, eyes trained on one particularly large shadow-monster frozen mid-lunge.

"All right gang," he cried to the other dragon riders. "Ruff 'n' Tuff, take the North side of the island. 'Legs, 'Lout, take the West side. Astrid, you take the East side and I'll check the South side. Keep out of the Outcasts' sight as much as you can until you spot Jack or Heather. If you spot either of them, let the rest of us know. Don't do anything on your own."

"Got it," Astrid cried.

"Can do," Fishlegs repeated.

The riders flew off separated into their assigned directions. With Toothless's speed and dark scales, staying unnoticed was easy, especially with the thick fog that perpetually surrounded Outcast Island and blotted out the moon and stars. Unfortunately it also made spotting a single person rather difficult. Most of the Outcasts carried torches, giving away their positions, but the surface of Outcast Island was craggy, with deep pits and winding paths cut through the stone and only a few sparse buildings, most of them clustered around the harbor and protected with thick, wooden spikes. There was plenty of cover for one to hide in. With a frustrated growl, Hiccup directed Toothless to fly closer to land.

The Outcasts' cries became more distinct as the pair neared the island. Several times Hiccup feared they had been spotted only to find the Outcasts swinging their weapons at the frozen fearlings, shattering the ice and releasing the monsters from their prisons. The fearlings shrieked and writhed as they were freed, but the Outcasts paid them no mind in favor of glowering at the shattered ice at their feet. Hiccup watched, stupefied, when one large creature slithered through the air in circles around a pair of bickering Outcasts before slithering off into the shadows.

Toothless growled, muzzle crinkling as he glared at the yellow-eyed monsters. Hiccup said nothing but placed one hand consolingly on his partner's head, silencing him. He continued to study the Outcasts and wonder why, if they could not see the fearlings, they were attacking the ice sculptures so violently.

Suddenly Toothless turned sharply without warning, jolting Hiccup in the saddle and taking the lanky viking by surprise. "Toothless?" he hissed, for fear that the enemy vikings would notice them. "What are you doing, bud?"

Toothless hummed and began to descend. Hiccup was about to yank on the saddle, to level them off, when he caught sight of what Toothless must have already noticed; a figure darted through the shadows, too small to be an Outcast, and too solid to be a fearling.

"Heather!" Hiccup exclaimed, clapping a hand over his mouth as soon as he did. Heather was sticking to the shadows, pressing herself against the rough, broken wall of stone whenever an Outcast came too close. From what Hiccup could tell the Outcasts had not yet noticed her as they barreled past. '_Why are you hiding?_' he thought as he and Toothless descended.

Hiccup and Toothless landed at the top of the crag overlooking the ebony-haired girl's position. Hiccup pressed himself low against the saddle while the nightfury pressed his body low against the earth. Heather darted forward again, attempting to cross the space between two stone buildings without being seen. Unfortunately, she was not successful.

"Hey!"

Heather froze as an Outcast with a coarse, tangled beard and patchwork armor charged at her. Within a moment, however, she recovered use of her legs and spun around, prepared to sprint in the other direction, only to collide with another solid form.

"Well now," the second Outcast growled as he grabbed ahold of Heather's braid with one hand and yanked the book from her grasp with the other. "Alvin's gonna be 'appy ta see this."

"Give that back!" Heather shouted, swiping for the book and coming up short. A pained hiss slipped past her teeth as the Outcast tugged sharply on her braid. The Outcast only laughed.

"Or what?"

_FWEEET!_

"OW!"

The Outcast's grip on both Heather and the book disappeared as Baby Tooth shot forward, jabbing her needle-like beak into his forehead. Heather dove for the book as the Outcast clapped his hands over the bright red spot in the center of his forehead.

"She's gettin' away!" the second Outcast growled as she began sprinting back in the direction from which she had come, Baby Tooth in tow. He raced forward, grabbing ahold of his companion's beard and dragging him after. "Come on ya lout!"

"Toothless, plasma blast!"

The Outcasts halted in their tracks, throwing themselves to the ground as a ball of violet flame flew overhead and collided with a building. A bright light lit the area as the house collapsed into a pile of rubble and dust and sparks of dying embers, cutting off the path between Heather and the Outcasts. Heather stared, wide eyed, as Hiccup and Toothless dropped from the sky between her and the destroyed building.

"Hiccup..." Heather breathed, sounding even more afraid now than she had when the Outcasts had her.

Baby Tooth trilled, zipping from her side to float in front of Toothless who crooned in response and offered the frost fairy a toothless smile.

"Heather, what are you doing here? Where's Jack?" Hiccup demanded, trying not to sound angry but unable to keep his voice completely calm.

"He is... I was..." Heather took a fearful step back, fingers digging into the cover of the Book of Dragons as she clutched it like a security blanket.

"Why are you doing this?" Hiccup was unable to prevent his voice from rising. "Why are you helping the _Outcasts_ of all people!? What did we ever do to you?"

"You didn't..." Heather trailed off, the words stopping at her tongue.

Toothless growled and Heather flinched, a low sob escaping from her throat. The shadows around her swirled and danced, and behind her they came alive. Hiccup gasped as he watched a bloated, humanoid figure swathed in darkness swell up behind her, yellow slashes serving as eyes and a mouth and writhing, eel-like fingers reaching for Heather. Toothless continued to growl at the fearling, but as a result Heather only became more afraid. Baby Tooth squeaked and twittered and tugged at Hiccup's furry vest and suddenly Hiccup knew what he needed to do.

He lunged forward, wrapped his arms around Heather's shoulders, and pulled her into a tight hug.

"It's okay," he whispered to her as she stood, frozen, in his hold. "It's okay, I'm sorry I yelled."

Baby Tooth and Toothless exchanged a look. The nightfury warbled, earning a shrug from the frost fairy.

The fearling glowered at him and shrank back. Toothless lunged forward, baring his teeth and placing his front paws atop the smouldering pile of rubble as he snapped at it but the fearling disappeared off in search of a different meal, leaving curling tendrils of greasy smoke in its wake. Tentatively, Hiccup relaxed his hold and looked Heather in the eyes.

"Look, just... Just tell me what's going on, okay? Maybe I can help."

Heather nodded. Swiping away her tears, she began to quietly and quickly relate to Hiccup everything she had told Jack and everything that had happen since arriving on Outcast Island. When she told Hiccup about the seiðkonur his eyes widened in disbelief, but she showed him the compass, the star at the top rapidly flashing with intense white light, and he had no choice but to believe her.

When she finished Hiccup stared at her contemplatively, processing her story. After a long silence he finally spoke. "All right. We're in." Toothless crooned as Hiccup climbed into the saddle. "The other riders are here too. We just need to go round them up and we can-"

"NO!" Heather cried, hand flying reflexively to her mouth and eyes darting back and forth as she searched for anyone who might have heard her outburst. Volume in check, she continued, "I'm so close now, I can't just go back." Holding up the compass she continued, "Look at how fast the light is flashing. I think that means my parents are close to here. I can't turn back now."

"Heather, this island is swarming with Outcasts. They would have heard that explosion," Hiccup reasoned. "And I don't think those two were waiting patiently on the other side of the house I destroyed for us to finish our conversation. I bet a lot more of them know we're here now."

"Which is why I have to hurry and find Mom and Dad!" Heather argued in a loud whisper. "If Alvin knows I'm coming for my parents he might move them or go ahead and kill them. I _have _to get to them before that happens!"

She had a point there. Still, Hiccup knew that they would need a lot more than just the two of them if they were going to take on the Outcasts and get her parents back. Stealth was no longer an option.

"Baby Tooth, can you go find Astrid and the others? Bring them back here as quickly as you can." The frost fairy narrowed her eyes at him, and for a moment Hiccup feared she might refuse, but much to his surprise she offered him a firm nod and a salute before zipping off into the night.

"Okay then, backup's on the way," Hiccup said as he helped Heather up onto the saddle behind him. "Hold on tight, this could get a little crazy." Toothless snorted, flashing his passengers a grin. "Come on Toothless, let's go."

With a proud, feral roar Toothless launched himself over the collapsed building and over the heads of the two Outcasts attempting uselessly to dig out the blocked road with their axes. Though nowhere near as fast on the ground as he was in the air, Toothless still outran and outmaneuvered the Outcast warriors with relative ease. His black, streamlined body was nearly invisible in the dark, taking the already frazzled men by surprise and disappearing over high crags and around tight corners before they had a chance to react. Using the compass as a guide, Heather continued to feed the pair instructions.

"There!" she cried suddenly, pointing to a deep depression in the stone.

The three of them barreled towards it, leaping over the heads of a frozen Outcast and fearling. As they did the outline of a dome-shaped cage - wrought with harsh angles and spikes - emerged from the gloom. Inside the iron bars a smooth ring had been carved into the stone, five more cells spaced evenly through the ring on either side of the ring on either side of the wide gate leading down into the arena.

They did not need to make use of the gate; like the one on Berk, the dome-shaped cage surrounding the arena was attached to a system of pulley's and levers, its weight supported at the top by a thick chain that was currently holding it aloft. Without slowing, Toothless ducked under the suspended gate and dropped down into the arena, eyes narrowed into slits and teeth bared into a silent snarl. Unlike the arena on Berk, this one still reeked of dragon blood.

Using the dim light of the compass as a guide, Heather slipped from Toothless's saddle. She handed Hiccup the book and began to approach the cells. The golden needle pointed resolutely on the one exactly opposite the gate. She came to a stop before the gate, and stared in disbelief.

It was empty.

The needle of the compass continued to point at the cell, even when she turned away from it. The star at the top pulsed impossibly fast, and it suddenly occurred to Heather what she might try.

She pointed the compass up.

The star stopped pulsing, its light becoming a steady glow.

Her eyes followed the direction of the needle, and her face went white.

"'Ello 'Eatheh," Alvin sneered, showing off his rotten teeth, "Fancy meetin' you 'ere."

With a frightened gasp, Heather backpedaled, nearly colliding with Toothless. On either side of Alvin one of his men stood, each of them holding a bloody, beaten prisoner. The prisoners were bound and gagged, and they slumped in their captors' holds, unable or unwilling to stand on their own. Heather paled.

"Mom! Dad!"

"Let them go, Alvin," Hiccup demanded, much to the Outcast's amusement.

"Or what? Ye'll set yer reptile on me?" Alvin nodded to his men and they produced their rusty blades, pressing them to the throats of Heather's parents. "Ye make one move I didn't ordeh ya too, and I'll 'ave the girl's parents gutted."

Heather flinched as though struck. Hiccup said nothing at all, though his partner did snarl at Alvin, wings flaring and claws digging into the stone. Satisfied smirk still painted on his face, Alvin leaped from the ledge with surprising agility for such a large man, landing in the ring across from Heather and Hiccup.

"Give the girl the book," Alvin ordered, drawing his sword and using it to gesture between the two teens. "And then _you _-" He jabbed the sword at Heather. "Bring it to me."

Hiccup's eyes flitted upwards to Heather's parents, to the Outcasts holding them, and to the shadowy figures emerging from the darkness behind the Outcasts. Turning his gaze back to Heather, he nodded resolutely and held the book out to Heather, who wordlessly accepted it with a resigned sigh.

The satisfied smirk never left Alvin's face. The darkness in the arena seemed to thicken as he accepted the book from Heather and the raven-haired girl could not get out of his reach fast enough. She scurried back to Hiccup's side, heart pounding.

"Now let Heather's parents - and us - go," Hiccup said through gritted teeth.

"I could," Alvin responded, admiring the cover of the Book of Dragons. "Or I could keep the book, _and_ the kid who wrote it."

Toothless reacted before anyone else could. With a deafening scream, Toothless launched a ball of plasma at the Outcast Chieftain. Alvin threw himself to the ground, avoiding the projectile only narrowly and being pelted with rubble and scraps of iron as the cell behind him exploded.

"Men!" Alvin cried, receiving no answer.

Rising to his feet, the Outcast threw himself forward, sword raised above his head as he charged Hiccup and Toothless. Heather shrieked, leaping to the side while Toothless launched his third plasma ball at the Outcast. It struck the sword squarely, sending it flying from Alvin's grip. The blade hit the ground with a noisy clatter, the metal red-hot and hissing.

"Men!" Alvin snarled. "Kill the 'ostages!"

Again, Alvin received no reply from his warriors. Casting his eyes to the top of the ring, he was horrified to find that his men were both unconscious, held aloft in the twin jaws of a zippleback. Tuffnut and Ruffnut snickered to each other, exchanging fist bumps before they cracked their helmets together.

"It's over Alvin," Astrid snarled as she and Stormfly stepped into view to the twins' right. Snotlout and Hookfang appeared on the other side, Heather's parents holding one another and sharing nervous looks from where they sat on the monstrous nightmare's back. "You lose, _again_."

The Outcast's body trembled, rage boiling beneath the surface. With a feral snarl he launched himself not at Hiccup and Toothless, but at Heather. He scooped up his sword, the blade still glowing orange but the hilt cool enough to handle, and swung it at the defenseless girl.

Heather screamed as the blade made contact.

"Heather!" Hiccup cried, spurring Toothless forward.

Heather collapsed against the wall of the arena, clutching her eye and sobbing. She could still feel the heat of the blade as Alvin held it inches from her face.

"NOBODY MOVE!" Alvin bellowed, stilling all of the dragon riders. Astrid glared venomously while Heather's mother had her hands clasped over her mouth, eyes wide in horror.

Fearlings swirled through the air overhead like sharks, invisible to all but the Riders of Berk. They moaned and writhed and fed on the fear everyone felt; Heather's, her parents,' the dragon riders,' and even Alvin's.

"You have the book, Alvin," Hiccup forced himself to speak calmly. "Let her go."

"Do ya want me ta take 'er otha eye?"

Hiccup shut up.

"Get off the dragon."

Hiccup complied, much to Toothless's displeasure. The nightfury whined as as Hiccup unlatched his prosthetic from the stirrup and slid off of the saddle, completely stone faced.

"Now pick a cage, any cage." Alvin chuckled to himself. "That'll be yer new home."

When Hiccup hesitated just the slightest bit, Alvin shifted the blade closer to Hiccup's face, causing the wounded girl to whimper. Stiffly, Hiccup began to walk towards the nearest cell. Triumph twisted Alvin's features into an ugly grin.

The air felt cold. Snow began to fall. Alvin's blade hissed and sizzled with every fat cluster of snowflakes that landed and evaporated on it. Heather continued to sob quietly, clutching her warped, burned eye.

'_I deserve it,_' she thought. After all, her carelessness had gotten her parents captured and nearly killed, and now Alvin had Hiccup too. There was nothing she would be able to do now, magic compass or no. Overhead the fearlings cackled, relishing her fear and despair, but then she heard the faintest sound and her fear abated, leaving the fearlings disappointed. The sound high, almost musical - like wind-chimes.

A faint smile pulled at Heather's lips.

"Boo."

Alvin froze as an upside-down, inhuman face appeared inches from his own. Forgetting his hostage he swung the heated blade forward, narrowly missing the icicle adorned figure as it flipped through the air and landed gracefully on its feet out of his reach. The ice-creature spun its spear in its clawed hands in a display of skill, stopping the weapon with the spear-tip pointed straight at Alvin's hooked nose.

"Frost giant," Alvin snarled, eyes glowing like coals as he took in the horned face and the cloak of dagger-like icicles.

Hiccup stared at Jack, unable to fully take in his new appearance. Hardly anything of Jack was left visible underneath all of the layers of frost and ice. He no longer looked human. It took another few seconds for it to dawn on Hiccup that that may have been the point.

Jack slid nimbly out of the way as Alvin swung his sword forward, the ice coating the soles of his feet allowing him to slide along the stone as though he were in a skating rink. Alvin followed up with a series of brutal blows, none of which connected. For several moments Hiccup watched, enthralled with the display. When the thrumming of tiny, insect-like wings appeared right next to his ear, however, and he turned to find Baby Tooth twittering and gesturing wildly to the other side of the arena he was reminded of Heather. With Alvin's attention on Jack, Hiccup made his way as stealthily as he could along the wall towards the wounded girl.

Frustration and exertion colored Alvin's face an ugly red-purple. His opponent gave no indication of wearing down or tiring, and the frost giant remained eerily silent throughout the skirmish. Roaring and sending flecks of spittle flying everywhere, Alvin brought his sword down on the smaller figure, only to have his attack sidestepped once more. The glowing blade bit into the earth at his feet and before Alvin was able to pull it free the frost giant tapped the blade with the point of his spear. Instantly, and with the crackling sound of crystals forming and hiss of steam, a thick layer of ice engulfed the blade and the stone beneath it.

Alvin grunted as he twisted and writhed and tried to pry the blade loose, but it was in vain. It may as well have been held by iron, or the earth itself - it would not budge. The frost giant stood there, just watching Alvin struggle and making no move to attack him. Though his face had no features, Alvin could imagine the smirk the creature was shooting him.

Temper boiling over, Alvin threw himself at the frost giant, who leaped straight up into the air over his head. He had only just turned around when a blast of frigid air struck him, propelling him into the wall. His back slammed into the wall harshly, but remained on his feet, mostly by virtue of the crackling ice that was climbing over his arms and legs and binding him to the stone. It was only a small consolation that the book was still tucked under his arm, now also trapped behind the ice.

The frost giant rushed the immobilized Outcast. Alvin braced himself, expecting the final blow, but as fast as the creature had been moving it was able to stop just short of Alvin, holding his spear poised so that the tip was barely a millimeter from his eye. Alvin did not blink for fear he would slice open his eyelid if he did. After a tense, pregnant silence the frost giant calmly drew his weapon back. Alvin watched as the creature turned its back and flew off through the night sky, pale moonlight reflecting off of his icicles.

Heather and the Riders of Berk were already long gone.

* * *

><p>Heather had passed out again, either from exhaustion or pain or from some combination of both. Her mother held her against her chest, stroking her cheek lovingly and playing with her hair. Astrid continued throwing disbelieving glances at the pair and at the straw-bearded man sitting on the rocky beach beside them. It was easy to see where Heather got her looks from. Her mother had the same angular, elfin features and silky black hair that her daughter did, while her father had the same jade colored eyes. Still, Astrid could not quite believe that they were real flesh and blood people. It had been so easy to label Heather as 'the bad guy,' she had never even considered that Heather might have a reason for doing what she had done.<p>

It was infinitely more difficult to see her as just the bad guy now that she was lying unconscious in her mother's arms, injured by the man she had been intending to betray them to. Alvin had struck her with the flat of the blade only, but the flesh over her brow and eye was twisted and mottled and Astrid was unsure if Heather would ever open her eye again, or if she would retain her sight if she did.

The silence that fell over the group was uncomfortable, and Astrid decided she did not like it. She wished someone would say something, but could think of nothing to say herself. Suggesting they leave without Jack was out of the question, and making small talk in light of what had happened seemed foolish. She doubted that asking Heather's parents about their captivity would be an appropriate conversation starter, and it was impossible to ask Heather anything at all.

Finally, and to the collective relief of the group, a white-haired figure bounded over the rocks of the secluded stretch of beach where Baby Tooth had directed them to hide. Hiccup's head snapped up first, Astrid noticed, and his eyes lit up.

"Jack! You're all right!"

"That makes one of us," Jack replied grimly as he hopped down onto the stone. "How is she?"

Hiccup grimaced and looked back to Heather. Her mother continued to hold her protectively against her chest, and as Jack stepped into view she eyed the boy with suspicion. Jack had shed the skin of icicles and excess frost that transformed his cloak earlier, and the mask and hood hung at the back of his neck now. Neither of Heather's parents recognized him, he realized.

"She's alive," Hiccup replied. "That's all we know right now."

The Winter spirit nodded, twisting his shepherd's crook nervously in his hands.

"We should probably leave now," Fishlegs suggested. "This place gives me the creeps."

Fishlegs' eyes were to the sky, where what little moonlight was not blocked out by the clouds was instead smothered by the countless humanoid silhouettes mucking about in the air, and at that moment Hiccup realized beyond a shadow of a doubt that he and Astrid were not the only ones with a new second sight. He wondered if Snotlout or the twins saw the same things.

"I agree," Hiccup said as he mounted Toothless. "Jack, do you want to-"

"I'm fine," Jack replied a bit too quickly. Blank-faced, Hiccup watched as Jack approached the water and let out a long, low whistle. The black surface of the water broke, sea foam spraying everywhere as Spout's long neck suddenly rose from the waves.

"You trained a scauldron?" Hiccup asked, staring at the sea-dragon incredulously.

"Not at all," Jack replied as he waded through the shallow water and stepped deftly onto Spout's back. "Heather did. I just watched."

Hiccup continued to stare at the scauldron. The dragon was staring at him curiously, its lips parted but not in any way that was meant to be threatening. It suddenly occurred to him that this dragon looked familiar.

"It's the same dragon from before, isn't it?" Hiccup asked. "The one who gave us its poison."

"He says it's nice to see you too," Jack replied with a low chuckle.

"Hey, if you're done catching up, can we _go _now?" Snotlout huffed.

Rolling his eyes, Hiccup replied, "Fine, yes, we can go. I hope you don't mind having some extra passengers."

Hookfang was, after all, the largest dragon next to Spout, but a scauldron was difficult enough to hold on to for a healthy, conscious person. Heather's mother wordlessly slid onto the saddle behind Snotlout, cradling her daughter against her, while her father took a seat on Meatlug's saddle behind Fishlegs. Spout pushed off of the shore and slid out into open water, and soon enough the dragons and their riders were racing back towards Berk, leaving Outcast Island far behind them.

* * *

><p>It took Alvin's men several hours to free him from his confinement. Even after the sun rose and the ice began to melt it took multiple men working at the ice with chisels for hours to get him down. A few of them feared his wrath the moment he was free, thinking he would lash out and possibly kill one of them for allowing the teenagers to escape, but he did not.<p>

The moment Alvin dropped down from the wall, landing on his knees on the stone ground, he began to cackle. Low at first, and then louder and then it was the deafening, uproarious laughter of a madman. In his hands he still held what he thought to be the key to training his own dragons. As his laughter died down he rose to his feet, still grinning, and flipped the cover of the book open. His right hand man watched as he stared at the first page, smile still stuck to his face, and then flipped to the next one, and the next one. With each page he flipped the smile fell from his face just a bit more and before Alvin had even made it through half of the book it was gone completely.

Suddenly an inhuman roar ripped itself from the Outcast Chief's throat and he snatched the pages from the book, ripping them furiously from the binding before he threw the book to the ground in a fit of rage. Unsatisfied, he snatched the hammer from the hands of one of his men and swung hard, catching him on the side of the head and sending him down with a spray of blood. The other Outcasts leaped back, letting their Chief work out his rage on the one unfortunate soul who happened to have been standing too close.

Savage, perplexed at Alvin's sudden fury, stooped and scooped up a handful of shredded pages. He inspected them carefully, turning them over in his hands, and bit back an incredulous laugh.

Heather had brought them the _cover _of the Book of Dragons only. The pages were blank.

* * *

><p>(AN: Urgh, FINALLY! Gah! This chapter took a lot longer to write than I intended. I feel like if this were a TV series, this chapter would be one of those hour-long specials. It's frickin' long. It doesn't really help that I started a lot later than I meant to. Anyways, did you know there's no Jokul Frosti in Norse Mythology? There's a Jokul, and there's also a Frosti, and they do so happen to be brothers, but there is no Jokul Frosti. Go figger. Anyways, I apologize for the late update. Chapter eight will be up later today and chapter nine is still underway. Oh, and go back and reread chapter five if you get a chance; I added a new scene to it.)


	8. Chapter 8: Normalcy

**Chapter 8: Normalcy**

When they finally arrived on Berk the sun was just peeking above the horizon and they were all exhausted and dirty. Astrid, Fishlegs, Snotlout, Ruffnut, and Tuffnut had retreated into their own homes to collapse in their beds. Stoick had been beside himself with worry. Guilt swirled in Hiccup's stomach as he explained to his father what had happened - with some minor changes to his story where Jack was regarded. The chief heard nothing of flying without dragons or magical compasses or fearlings.

Hiccup once again found himself giving up his bed to Heather, who had yet to wake up, while Stoick gave up his own bed to her parents. Jack retreated into the Winter Cove before anyone had noticed.

Considering the night he had, Stoick allowed Hiccup to sleep in the next morning. Toothless curled up next to his rider, wrapping the both of them in his wings and tail for a bit of extra warmth. Hiccup would admit it was actually more comfortable sleeping against the warm, soft body of his nightfury than sleeping in his own bed. The sun had risen well into the sky by the time Hiccup woke again.

When he went upstairs to check on his guest he found Heather had left sometime when he was still asleep. His room looked relatively undisturbed, and Heather had even made the bed after herself. On an impulse Hiccup dropped to his knees and checked under his bed. The pages torn from the Book of Dragons were still there, the binding still holding the papers together in a neat stack. Hiccup grabbed the book and tossed it on his desk before turning to Toothless.

"You up for some flying?"

Toothless chirped an affirmative.

When the pair of them exited the hut they were met with playful, carefree laughter and the clacking of wooden swords. In the village square he caught the sight of Torborg, Gustav, Hjordis, Bard, Fridenot and Wulfric running about playing one of their games, along with Astrid, Fishlegs, Snotlout, the twins, Jack, all of their dragons... and Heather. Heather was holding Torborg's toy dragon - the one Jack had made - and with a wide grin on her face made it snarl at Wodensfang. The terror squeaked and flopped down, pretending to be dead.

Suddenly Jack turned, catching a glimpse of Hiccup out of the corner of his eye. "Hey Hic!" Jack cried, turning to face the brunette fully and waving him over. The others turned to him too, and as Heather faced him Hiccup could see that she had styled her long bangs to fall over her scarred eye.

"Uh, hi," Hiccup said as he approached the group, trying not to stare too intently at Heather. It would go away after a while, he knew. He was used to seeing people wounded in such ways on Berk. It had taken a few weeks for people to get used to the sight of him without his leg. "What're you guys doing?"

"Playing." Gustav had provided the answer while adjusting his slipping helmet. "We're doing the battle between the Guardians and the Monkey King's army."

"And _I _get to be the stupid Monkey King," Snotlout groused.

"I like being a monkey," Ruffnut chimed in, her brother nodding in agreement.

"You wanna play too?" Torborg asked, staring up at Hiccup with wide eyes. "We need a North."

Hiccup turned to Toothless, silently asking permission. After all, he had promised his dragon they would go flying. Toothless huffed and butted Hiccup towards the group with his muzzle. "All right then, who is everyone else playing as?"

"Well, we're playing as the kids," Bard replied. "The little dragons are playing as animals and the big ones are the flying elephants. Astrid's Queen Toothiana and Fishlegs is, um... Bunnymund. Heather is Katherine, Snowfury is Kailash, and Jack is Nightlight!"

Jack smiled and spun his staff in his hands. "Whaddya say, North? Wanna help us kick some monkey tail?" he asked, jabbing his thumb towards Snotlout who released an indignant shout.

"Sure," Hiccup replied, accepting a toy sword as it was offered to him. "Sounds fun."

* * *

><p>They played until late into the day, when the sun turned orange and began to descend into the sea. At one point the small children had begged the Riders of Berk to let them ride on their dragons, and after much coaxing and some input from Jack they managed to get their wish, though Hiccup had restricted them to flying over the island only, and forbidden any complex or dangerous maneuvers. Torborg had opted to - in lieu of flying - take a swim around the bay with Heather and Spout.<p>

By the time twilight had fallen and the stars had come out everyone was sweaty and exhausted, but in a good way. The group of them lounged about in the grass, watching the stars and the moon. Jack told the children yet another story until they dozed off and one by one the Riders of Berk dismissed themselves, taking with them the sleeping forms of Jack's minions to return to their parents. As Heather left she gave Hiccup and Jack each a warm hug before running off to find her parents, who had spent the day with Chief Stoick and Gobber making preparations for their long trip back to Bashem. With Heather's departure only Jack, Hiccup, Toothless, and Baby Tooth were left on the hill, enjoying the cool night air. The two boys laid on their backs, side by side with their hands folded across their chests as they admired the view. Toothless was curled up not too far away with Baby Tooth perched on his forepaws. The two occasionally exchanged crooning or trilling sounds and after questioning Jack Hiccup learned that Baby Tooth was telling his dragon about some place called Punjam Hy Loo.

The day had been shockingly normal, and fun. It was the farthest thing from what Hiccup had expected when he woke up that morning. He had been prepared for a lot of awkwardness, eye avoiding, and clipped sentences, but everyone had come together without a thought like lifelong friends. Even Astrid had been friendly and welcoming to Heather, and she had been the most vocal about exiling the raven-haired girl the night before.

It was all Jack's fault, Hiccup thought with no trace of bitterness. Still, there was something that had been nagging at him since last night that he had not been able to get out all day.

"Why didn't you tell us what you were up to?"

Jack's gaze did not shift from the moon. "I don't know."

"That's not an answer." Hiccup lolled his head to the side, taking in the sight of the waifish boy illuminated by the moonlight. "You know we could have helped, right? You didn't need to sneak off like that. Why didn't you say anything?"

With a humorless laugh, Jack replied, "Hic, I really don't know. It just didn't occur to me."

Hiccup studied Jack's features, stomach curling as he did. The sprite was smiling, but it was a thin, strained one that he rarely showed to anyone else. His eyes were half-lidded, sombre, the way they often got when he stared at the moon. The Jack that was lying next to him now could have been a vastly different person from the carefree boy he had just spent the day playing with. Except that he was _not _a different person; both were one and the same, but so far only Hiccup was privy to the quiet, melancholic side Jack was showing him now.

It should have saddened him to see his friend in this state, and to a certain degree it did, but Hiccup also felt a small sense of smug pride in it, heart beat picking up just the slightest bit at the vulnerability Jack allowed him access to.

"You know Hic, you were pretty cool back there."

Hiccup blinked, not quite processing the words. "What?" Suddenly it dawned on him. "What are you talking about? I hardly did anything and nearly got captured."

Shaking his head, Jack met Hiccup's eyes for the first time, a genuine smile pulling at his lips. "That's not true at all. You led the others and did everything you could to protect Heather and her parents, even when that meant putting your own life at risk. I think that was incredibly brave."

Shock, incredulity, and flattery battled for dominance in Hiccup's gut. The result ended up making him look constipated and he forced himself to look back up at the moon before Jack could make fun of him.

"And I bet Heather thought so too," Jack added suddenly, further adding to Hiccup's bewilderment.

"Uh, what?" Hiccup asked dumbly, cheeks coloring just the slightest bit. Jack remained relaxed, a slight smirk appearing on his lips.

"You just seemed really protective and comforting with her when the fearling appeared," he commented. "She looked like she liked it when you held her."

"...Huh? When did you...?"

"Baby Tooth," Jack explained casually. "We're connected, so, when she lets me I can see through her eyes, and vice versa. Sorry, but I couldn't help but watch when you two started making goo-goo eyes at each other."

"Goo-goo eyes?"

"Baby Tooth's words, not mine."

Hiccup shot the frost fairy a venomous glare, prompting her to stick out her tongue before very pointedly turning her back on him and continuing her conversation with Toothless.

"I think you two would be cute together," Jack continued, oblivious to or uncaring of the ripening of Hiccup's blush. "But then again, you and Astrid seem pretty good together too."

"What!?" Hiccup's blush shot all the way down to his toes, turning his entire body bright crimson. "No, no, no, uh-uh. We're just friends."

"Well, you two have kissed, right?"

"How did you- _Toothless_!"

Toothless's head jolted up, head-fins perked and eyes wide.

"Actually, Fishlegs told me," Jack corrected. "He said you guys kissed while the entire village was watching."

"Oh he did, did he..." Hiccup growled as he sat upright. He resolved to have a serious talk with Fishlegs about gossiping about other people's love lives in the future. "Okay, first of all, Heather and I were not making 'goo-goo eyes' at each other. I was just trying to calm her down so the fearling wouldn't get her. And that thing with me and Astrid... we only kissed once, and that was after I almost died. It wasn't... wasn't a _thing_, it was just a thing."

Laughter bubbled from Jack's throat, high and musical. If it had not been at his expense, Hiccup would have been relieved to hear it. "Oh, don't be so modest, kiddo! It's pretty obvious that they're into you."

"Uh, no it isn't."

"Uh, yeah it is." Pushing himself upright, Jack shot Hiccup a teasing look. "No reason to be embarrassed. Lots of guys would kill to have your way with women."

"The only 'way' I have with women involves me being thrown to the ground and having an axe handle shoved into my stomach," Hiccup deadpanned.

Jack stared at Hiccup, expression blank as he tried to determine whether or not Hiccup was joking. Eventually he decided that he was and burst out laughing.

"And again," Hiccup drawled, pulling himself to his feet. "Your concern is heartwarming."

"Well, you're obviously okay _now_," Jack countered. The Wind lifted him to his feet and Toothless and Baby Tooth, sensing it was time to go, fell in step behind the boys as they made their way back towards the village and the Great Hall.

From there their conversation shifted to other, equally inane things; what they should do at the academy the next day, the Thawfest games next week, whether or not Snotlout was part hobblegrunt. The whole time, however, Hiccup remained acutely aware of how Jack had intentionally redirected the conversation, and though he chose not to bring it up again for fear of pushing the spirit away, he could not help but wonder what sort of life Jack had led that asking for help had never even occurred to him.

* * *

><p>The Riders of Berk gathered on the pier early the next morning to bid Heather and her family farewell. Spout's back and long neck just barely poked above the water, showing off the new saddle Hiccup and Gobber had fitted him with. As her parents finished tying down the last of the provisions on the deck Heather hung back with Berk's teens.<p>

"I can't thank you enough," she said, nervously readjusting her hair. "Especially you Hiccup. You put your life on the line for us. I'll never forget that."

Hiccup smiled, opening his mouth to reply when suddenly Heather wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him into a tight hug. He turned to Toothless for help and only received a mocking _goff goff goff_. It was only a small relief that Baby Tooth was hidden away in Jack's purse so she could not mock him too.

"I'm going to miss you," Heather said as she released Hiccup from his hug. Toothless crooned and received a pat on the head from Heather in response. "Both of you."

"Feel free to visit any time," Jack said. "You're always welcome, and the kids are gonna miss you."

Laughing, she replied, "I'd like that."

"Just promise me one thing," Hiccup said. "If you need help again, you'll ask." He threw a glance at Jack out of the corner of his eyes as he said this.

"I will. I promise."

With that, Heather turned. She had just reached the end of the pier, ready to mount her dragon, when she stopped short. "Oh, wait!" She turned and ran back to Hiccup's side, undoing the velvet chord around her neck. "Here, this is yours."

Hiccup accepted the compass wordlessly, staring at it and then Heather with pinched brows. "No, this is yours. The..." Eyes flicking to Stoick and Gobber, he lowered his voice. "The seiðkonur gave it to you."

"But she said that you ordered it," Heather insisted. Reading the stunned look on his face, Heather continued, "You're Hiccup Horrendous Haddock, right?"

Hiccup nodded. "The Third."

"That's who she said commissioned it. I was just supposed to pick it up, I guess."

Heather turned again and ran to the end of the pier. Spout hummed at her as she hopped off of the dock and landed in his saddle, designed so that she could sit or stand with relative ease. With a loud cry, Stoick and Gobber pushed off her parents' longboat and released it to sea. The Wind picked up, with a little encouragement from Jack, and soon the three of them were gliding through the bay, dragon racing side by side with the boat. Heather kept her eyes trained on the pier where the Riders of Berk were waving them off. Not so discretely, Snotlout pantomimed writing on his hand and mouthed the words 'write me.'

Heather shook her head.

* * *

><p>For what was probably the hundredth time by now, Hiccup turned over the compass in his hands. Toothless watched him, crooning, but Hiccup's focus was entirely on the compass in his hands. The needle spun freely now, directionless, while the star's pulse was as steady as a heartbeat.<p>

After dismissing the others from training that day Hiccup had mounted Toothless and retreated to the Winter Cove with Jack and Baby Tooth trailing not far behind. Hiccup dared not study the trinket in his home, where Stoick was liable to walk in on him at any moment. The forge held a similar danger from Gobber, and in any case he doubted any tinkering with the tools there would provide the sort of answers he was looking for. He now sat atop the frost-dusted log that jutted from the smooth expanse of ice that had once been Toothless's fishing pond, turning over the compass and examining every nook and cranny of the strange device.

"What is this thing?" he mused aloud, not really expecting an answer. He flipped the cover shut and it instantly sealed up, the dragon's tails unwinding and the line vanishing from the wood altogether. He touched the carving again and it flared to life, the dragons roaring and twining their tails together as the lid clicked open.

"It feels like celestial magic," a voice said over his shoulder.

Hiccup looked up, not at all surprised that he had not heard the white-haired boy approach with Baby Tooth on his shoulder. Minutes earlier the two of them had been chasing Toothless about the cove, skating across the ice and dragging lines through the previously smooth snow with the end of Jack's staff. Now Toothless lounged by Hiccup's feet, tired but content while Jack stood on the log next to him. Without waiting for an invitation Jack plopped down next to Hiccup, laughing when Toothless pressed his muzzle into his white hair and gave him a friendly _shnuffle_.

"What do you mean by 'celestial magic'?" The lanky viking asked with a raised eyebrow. As far as he knew there was just magic.

"Well, I told you about the Golden Age, right?" Hiccup nodded.

"Yeah, I think I remember you mentioning it once or twice." Or a thousand times. It was one of the children's favorite stories.

"Celestial magic is magic inherited from the stars and constellations," Jack explained. Toothless plopped his head down on Jack's lap and trilled happily as Jack began massaging his head-fins. "Sandy used to be a shooting star, and he gives me the same sort of feeling."

Realization dawned on Hiccup. Jack had told the stories of the Guardians many times at this point, yet only now did Hiccup acknowledge the familiar, casual way Jack referred to them, how he always mentioned them in the present tense. The fearlings had been proven to be real. What else might?

"Jack... do you know the Guardians?"

The spirit's face was blank as he turned to Hiccup. "Um... yes?" Then, a bit sheepishly, "I... never told you that, did I?"

Numbly, Hiccup shook his head. It felt a bit surreal. Before Jack, Hiccup had never even heard of the powerful beings called the Guardians, yet now they were more real to him than his own gods. After all, while he offered Odin a tribute from his plate each week on Odinsdagr he had never once met the All-Father himself, nor had he ever spoken to anybody who had. The Guardians, as confirmed by Jack, were real flesh and blood creatures; or whatever ancient, powerful celestial beings were made of if not flesh and bone. Suddenly another thought occurred to him.

"You're a Guardian too, aren't you?"

Scratching the back of his neck and offering Hiccup a nervous smile, Jack replied, "Yeah... Sorry, I didn't mean to keep it a secret or anything, I just..." He trailed off and ended his sentence with a shrug.

Momentarily forgetting the compass, Hiccup asked, "Why don't you ever mention yourself in those stories? Are you..." He paused, considering for a moment. "Are you Nightlight?"

"What?" Jack laughed, waving him off. "No, I'm not Nightlight. I've never even met him. Those stories happened even before I was born."

And Jack was over three hundred years old. Wow.

"I only became a Guardian a few years ago, so I don't really have any good stories about myself," he continued.

"I don't believe that for a second," Hiccup pressed. "How did you meet them? That's got to be a good story."

With a dry chuckle, Jack responded, "Some yetis stuffed me in a sack and tossed me through a magic portal."

Toothless's head popped up, head-fins alert, while Hiccup's jaw dropped. "_What_!?"

"And then North tried to put on a fireworks show for me. I don't know if you know this, but fire and ice? Not exactly a good mix."

"And you agreed to join them after that?"

"Weeeeeeell... No." Jack shrugged.

((Understatement,)) Baby Tooth tweeted in his ear.

"At first I really didn't want to join. I told them so, but North just laughed and said-" Here Jack mimicked the old Cossack's accent. "_Of course you do_."

"_That_ sounds familiar," Hiccup drawled, remembering the night his father told him he would begin dragon-slayer training. "But, obviously you joined them in the end, right?"

Again, Jack shrugged.

"So... tell me about it." Then, not wanting to sound too pushy, "If you don't mind."

Jack turned to Baby Tooth. The frost fairy said something in hummingbird, her wings giving an occasional flick. "All right," he said finally, turning back to Hiccup. "But you have to tell me a story too. One about yourself."

"Uhh..." Hiccup scratched the back of his head. "I- Okay. I mean, I doubt my story will be anywhere near as interesting as yours."

Jack laughed, and then reached forward to ruffle Hiccup's hair. "Oh come on, don't sell yourself so short, Hic." Hiccup swatted Jack's hand away halfheartedly. "I bet you've had some amazing adventures."

Toothless crooned as though to reaffirm Jack's statement and then butted Hiccup playfully with his broad snout. Hiccup smiled, scratching the nightfury on the chin.

The two boys turned to face each other, sitting cross-legged on the frost adorned log. Jack held his staff across his lap and gently traced the spiraling grooves in the wood with his fingers as he began his story.

"Darkness; that's the first thing I remember. It was dark, and it was cold, and I was scared..."

* * *

><p>Jack glossed over much of the time passed between the night he awoke on the pond and the night Bunnymund and the yetis had kidnapped him. He also nudged some of the details so as not to give away the fact that the events he described had yet to occur; he doubted very much that Bunny would appreciate him mucking with history more than he probably had already. Even so he told the story with the same enthusiasm and detail as he had the other Guardians' stories. Hiccup paid rapt attention, asking only occasional questions such as why the Easter Bunny described in this story was so different from the one in the stories he had told to the village children. Jack explained that it had been a result of the Pooka experimenting with his own enchanted chocolates, prompting Hiccup to vow never to accept magical candies from seven foot tall (<em>ears included<em>) rodents.

As Jack described his first meeting with the Guardians - and Bunnymund's callous attitude regarding the Winter sprite's three-century long isolation - Hiccup found his hands tightening into fists unconsciously, but Jack just laughed it off, calling it 'no big deal.' Continuing the story, Jack told them of his very first visit to the inside of Santoff Claussen. Hiccup tried to picture it as the spirit described it; the massive, oak hallways held together with polished brass and filled in every nook and cranny with magic, the fur-covered yetis howling and barking at one another - Jack had yet to receive the Gift of Tongues in this tale - as they quickly and skillfully crafted thousands of wondrous gifts, the small, ugly elves donned in pointed red hoods with silver bells making nuisances of themselves as they darted beneath the yetis feet and got into just about anything they could. Jack had been ushered into North's office before he had a chance to let it all sink in, and from there had been more or less swept along with them as they rushed to Toothiana's domain during Pitch's first attack. He described his first visit to Punjam Hy Loo - the Tooth Palace, tucked away in the mountains of a place called India and wrought of beautiful golden spires and rose colored mosaics - and the impromptu tooth-collecting race he had accidentally instigated amongst the Guardians.

Despite his normally gentle nature, Hiccup could not help but feel a bit of vindictive justice when Jack admitted to setting a greyhound on the Easter Bunny. He hardly had time to dwell on it before Jack moved on, telling Hiccup about the Nightmare that loomed outside the boy - Jamie's - window and how he and the Sandman had given chase. Toothless whined pitifully as the spirit described the exact moment when Sandy had disappeared into a puff of black sand.

"It's okay," Jack assured the nightfury as he stroked his head in slow, soothing circles. "I don't wanna give away the ending just yet, but trust me, everything turned out fine."

Jack had not attended the funeral held for the Sandman, feeling out of place among the fallen star's close friends. That did not stop him from creating a sort of memorial of his own; thanks to the temperatures of the North Pole, the tiny frosted figure was even now hanging in the window where Jack had sat that day. Despite the apparent hopelessness of the situation - or, now that Jack thought about it, probably because of it - Bunnymund, the Guardian of Hope, had jumped to the rescue. He roused Jack and the other Guardians, brought them to his lair with the intent of pulling off the most spectacular Easter to date and turning the tide in their favor. Hiccup's gut coiled unpleasantly when he picked up the barely contained admiration in Jack's voice as he detailed Bunnymund's Warren, but he said nothing.

A growl slipped past Toothless's bared teeth when Jack reached the part of his story where Pitch had lured himself and Baby Tooth into his underground domain. Here Jack began to gloss over details again, explaining to the lanky viking and the nightfury that Pitch had kept him occupied down there until long after he was meant to return to the Guardians but failing to describe exactly how. From the way Baby tooth shivered and played with her hands, Hiccup assumed it had been unpleasant.

The story got no better from there; a strained note entered into the spirit's voice as he explained that the Guardians had assumed he had betrayed them, had turned away from him without giving him a chance to explain himself. Listening to how Jack portrayed it, Hiccup was half-convinced that Jack agreed with them. Baby Tooth crooned, no doubt attempting to comfort him, and with a weak smile Jack continued the story.

Learning that Jack had been human once had Hiccup reeling in shock. Learning that he had died had his chest clenching painfully. Learning how prompted Hiccup to reach forward and grab ahold of the spirit's hand, keeping it in a firm grasp despite Jack's evident shock. Jack spoke of his own death so calmly and casually, and with a smile on his face no less! It sent pained stabs through Hiccup's chest cavity and though he was glad that Jack had managed to save his little sister and that becoming a spirit meant that the two were able to eventually meet, he still wished that Jack had lived. He wished that, at least, Jack had not had to die in such a painful way.

Drowning was not fun.

"I'm not _actually _dead you know," Jack said a bit sheepishly. "I mean, I _was_ but then the Man in the Moon brought me back. I'm not a zombie or anything, he actually made me alive again, heartbeat and everything."

Hiccup nodded. It made sense, and in retrospect he wondered why he had not thought of it earlier. There were stories - sagas - where exceptional humans who died sometimes, in lieu of going to Valhalla, were revived as elves; not the short, silly creatures that served as North's assistants but the tall, elegant, beautiful residents of the realm of _Alfheim_. Jack strongly resembled one of these creatures, and learning that it was the god Mani who made him such only further convinced Hiccup of his theory.

Picking up where he left off, Jack told Hiccup and Toothless about Jamie, the boy from Burgess who bore such a striking resemblance to his little sister and who the Guardians still affectionately called The Last Light. Appropriately, Jack's face lit up and his voice regained its usual cheerful tenor when he told Hiccup about that night in Jamie's room when he had gained his very first believer.

From there the rest of the story continued smoothly. Hiccup listened with no interruptions - or few, with Toothless bursting out _goffing _when Jack described the look on the Nightmare King's face when he had pegged Pitch square in the face with a snowball, and Hiccup letting out a barely stifled '_snrk_' - as Jack told them of the final battle with the Nightmare King. The four Guardians had picked off the Nightmares one by one with relative ease, especially with the children purifying the tainted sands with but a touch. Eventually they managed to back Pitch into a corner, and that was when he made his most desperate move. Melting into the darkness, Pitch seemed to surround the Guardians, though it was only his shadow cast on the walls surrounding them. With their eyes on the doppelgangers, none of the Guardians noticed until a moment too late when the Boogeyman materialized behind Jack, scythe poised to end him with one strike.

Jack calmed Toothless's snarl by telling him of the Sandman's revival, and of the snowball fight between the Guardians and the children of Burgess afterwards. Jack closed the tale with his inauguration on the same pond where he had been revived, surrounded by his new believers and his new family.

"...Wow." Hiccup's legs felt a bit stiff and he was shivering from the amount of time spent in the cold, but he did not want to move. He continued to stare at Jack, who in turn watched him with expectant eyes. "What happened after that?"

"Nothing exciting," Jack replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. "We were all tired and sore after the fight. There was a lot of sleeping for the next few days, and eating. And then we spent several more days getting Tooth's, uh, teeth back. We had her girls to help at that point, but they still had their job to do, and they were only used to carrying one tooth at a time, not whole boxes of them. It was a lot of work getting things back to normal after that. I didn't get to see the kids again for almost a year."

((But Sandy and Mama did,)) Baby Tooth chirped. ((Remember the letters Jamie sent you, Love? They were so cute.))

"Yeah," Jack chuckled, stroking Baby Tooth's silver feather. "They were."

Silence hung in the air for a moment. Dusk had fallen now, and the stars were only beginning to emerge. Toothless yawned, showing off his hollow gums, and thinking it to be an escape opportunity Hiccup hopped off of the log, forcing himself to ignore the rush of blood that sent waves of prickling pain crawling under his skin down his legs.

"Hey, it's time for our evening flight," he said, placing a hand on Toothless's saddle. "Do you want to come along or-?"

"Ah ah ah, Dragon Boy," Jack scolded, looping the crooked end of his staff around the back of Hiccup's neck. "I told my story, now you tell yours."

Hiccup bit his lip. In truth, he hoped Jack had forgotten. He had originally planned to tell Jack how he and the other riders had founded the Dragon Training Academy, but after listening to the spirit's tale he felt that it was not exactly a fair trade. On top of which he doubted he could recount his story with the same eloquence. Bragi would have been proud of Jack; Hiccup, not so much.

"I... Uhm..." With a heavy sigh, Hiccup sat back down on the log. Toothless settled in the snow next to him, staring at his rider expectantly. "Sorry, this is all I've got."

Retracting his staff, Jack tilted his head to the side the slightest bit, saying nothing but prompting Hiccup to continue with his expression alone. Again, Hiccup sighed.

"This is Berk. It's twelve days north of hopeless and a few degrees south of freezing to death. It's located solidly on the Meridian of Misery..."

* * *

><p>Jack tried to be a good listener. He really did. The problem was that, unlike the native residents of Berk, he appreciated Hiccup's dry wit, so whenever the brunette repeated one of his snarky comments that would have most Berkians groaning and shaking their heads in irritation he would instead burst out laughing.<p>

"I'm sorry," he pleaded through his laughter as Hiccup fixed him with an impotent glare. "Please don't unleash your raw viking-ness on me!"

Hiccup's cheeks colored. He cleared his throat and continued the story.

Jack listened with mixed emotions as Hiccup's story opened. On the one hand, Hiccup was very funny, and a much better storyteller than he made himself out to be. On the other, he felt a bit of bitter resentment begin to take root as Hiccup described the dismissive way his father and the people of Berk regarded him back then. He liked the chief - Stoick had been nothing but welcoming and kind to him ever since he had shown up in the village, despite their slightly awkward first encounter - but he seemed so different from the way Hiccup was describing him in this tale. Jack still struggled to recall his own parents; his mother was just a voice and he remembered nothing of his father at all. Jack could not imagine how frustrating it must have been for Hiccup to be so looked down on by his own father. Hiccup's longing for acceptance - for someone to _see _him - struck a note in Jack and it was only now that he realized why out of all the people he had met in Berk so far, Hiccup was the one he found himself getting along with the best; empathy. The two had gone through something similar, even if they dealt with it differently. They identified with one another on a level no one else could.

When Hiccup described his and Toothless's first real encounter, Jack found himself not quite believing it. The image of Hiccup holding a knife over anything - especially a wounded and trapped dragon - simply did not register. As Hiccup described the low, pained sounds Toothless made, however, and the fear he read in the nightfury's eyes the scene came together in his mind's eye. It helped that Toothless decided he wanted to act the scene out, pouncing on Hiccup, knocking him from the log, and pinning him down in the snow where he proceed to screech at the brunette as he had in the story. Jack and Baby Tooth covered their ears at the sound, turning their heads away in unison. When they looked up again Toothless was assaulting Hiccup with his tongue.

"Toothless, knock it off! Your breath stinks! Help!"

No help came. Jack simply enjoyed a good laugh at his expense while Baby Tooth cheered Toothless on. Eventually he managed to get his dragon to back off. Reseating himself on the log, he continued.

Hiccup described the one-sided conversation he and his father had that night, and the disastrous results of dragon training the next morning. Jack listened, enthralled, as Hiccup told him about his return to the forest the next day, and how he had discovered the cove littered with black dragon scales. Again, Toothless helped by acting out this part of the story. He launched himself at the ledge over the pond, pretending to try and escape before gliding over the frozen water. Hiccup stood, pointing out the ledge where he had watched from and even pulling out his notebook to show Jack and Baby Tooth his first ever drawing of the nightfury while Toothless melted down some of the snow nearby to create a small, heated patch of earth for himself to lounge in.

They continued this method of show-and-tell storytelling. Unfortunately, Toothless took it a step farther than simple playacting and when he regurgitated a half-eaten fish on his rider's lap he fully expected Hiccup to eat it. Jack stared, eyes wide with a mix of horror and amusement as Hiccup forced down a mouthful of half-digested fish, and burst out laughing when a disgusted shudder worked its way through Hiccup's body.

Jack's laughter died and he watched quietly when Hiccup and Toothless recreated their dance. From there Hiccup explained how Gobber had unintentionally given him the inspiration for Toothless's prosthetic tail fin, and how he spent that entire night cutting, sewing, weighing, forging, and crafting the prototype. He described the first short, disastrous flight with it, and the subsequent improvements. He also described his returns to dragon training and how he actually learned more from spending time with Toothless than he ever had from classes with Gobber; with no offense meant towards the blacksmith.

He also described Astrid's growing frustration with his sudden and - from her point of view - inexplicable success in the ring.

Jack's heart was pounding as Hiccup recounted his first real flight with Toothless. The nightfury-pair did not act this scene out, but with the way Hiccup described everything from the rush of air to the intense sunlight above the clouds to the spike of adrenaline he was able to picture every detail, and as Hiccup described the moment when his cheat sheet flew off and he and Toothless plummeted from the sky Jack was literally at the edge of his seat, listening intently.

The mood dropped considerably when Hiccup told Jack and Baby Tooth about his reunion with his father, after the Hooligan Chieftain returned from his failed voyage to Helheim's Gate. It dropped considerably more when he lead up to Astrid's confrontation with him in the cove. Fortunately Hiccup was able to bring the mood back up just by being himself.

"...and then she ran off, and I said, well, sang, '_dah du-dah, we're dead_.'"

The snow sprite doubled over laughing.

Moving on, Hiccup described his flight with Astrid, how Toothless had managed to coerce an apology from the blonde before calming and showing her the alternative to fighting dragons. It felt strange and awkward, for some reason, to repeat that night to Jack. Hardly anything had happened, and it was not as though he thought Jack would have some crass comment to make; while Jack could be teasing, he never ventured anywhere near the territory of crude remarks he had heard from Snotlout, Tuffnut, and even Fishlegs regarding the opposite sex, Astrid in particular. Still, with no particular reason in mind, Hiccup glossed over the romantic flight and skipped straight to the moment when he and Astrid had first lain eyes on the Red Death.

His audience was enraptured; it was a strange feeling, but a good one too. Even Baby Tooth was listening quietly and patiently as Hiccup recalled his decision to try and end the war between dragons and vikings, his encounter with Hookfang, not yet named, and finally Toothless's reveal before the entire Hooligan Tribe, including Stoick. Toothless told half of the story at this point, explaining how he had heard Hiccup's cry of fear from the cove and finally, _finally _found the strength to climb the high walls on his own and come running to the fish-bone's rescue, only to be swarmed and bound by the vikings present.

Hiccup did not tell Jack everything that passed between himself and Stoick immediately after the disaster in the ring, only that he had accidentally let it slip that only a dragon would be able to find the dragons' nest, and the Red Death.

Sensing that it was now Hiccup who was in need of comfort, Jack reached across the log and placed his hand on the viking's. Hiccup's forge-worn fingers closed around his, and after taking a shuddering breath, Hiccup continued.

Introducing the other teens to their dragons, teaching them to bond for the first time, had been exhilarating. Of the group, Snotlout was the most tentative, unable to keep himself from reaching for a weapon as Hiccup lead the first dragon from its pen, but with Astrid's help he was able to calm them all down and get them acquainted with the creatures who would become their most trusted partners.

With the dragons guiding them, the six teens once again found Helheim's Gate, arriving just in time to save Stoick from becoming the Red Death's meal. Hiccup's voice rose and his arms moved as though of their own volition as he described how he had rushed into the flames to free Toothless, nearly dying when the Red Death crushed the ship the two of them were on - drowning was _not _a fun way to die - and was rescued by his father, who told him for the first time in his life '_I'm proud to call you my son_.'

The battle with the Red Death was almost a blur; Hiccup recounted as much as he could, from their first blow knocking Astrid and Stormfly from the evil dragon's grip to the torrent of flames it had poured into the clouds attempting to fight Hiccup and Toothless blindly.

"The last thing I remember," Hiccup told them, "Was the Red Death's tail coming down on us, and the feeling that I was falling."

Hiccup woke up in his bed three days later, dressed in clean clothes with Toothless hovering protectively over him and a fancy new spring-loaded prosthetic foot. Here Hiccup actually hopped up on one leg to show off the device. His father showed him the changes they had already made to the village, how they had begun using the search braziers to hold mounds of fish to feed the dragons and how the wild ones had begun flocking to the village of their own will. Unsure how to end, Hiccup decided to finish the way he began; with an introduction of his village. This time, however, he sold the dragons as the only positive about living in Berk, not the only negative.

As Hiccup finished, Jack stared at him with awe, shock, and admiration flitting across his features. Even Baby Tooth could not help but fawn a little, though it may have been due to Jack's emotions flooding hers.

"Hic, you're really crazy, you know that?" Jack said with a chuckle. "I can't believe you thought you didn't have a good story."

"You would have told it much better, I'm sure," Hiccup replied with a shrug. This earned him a light bop on the head with the end of Jack's staff.

"You! Stop being mean to yourself." Jack allowed the Wind to lift him from his sitting position, depositing him on his feet in the snow. "That was pretty epic. Right Baby Tooth?"

((What?)) Baby Tooth blinked and looked at her other half. ((...All right, it was a pretty good story, but Toothless did most of the hard work.))

"Uh... epic?" Hiccup shrugged, pulling himself to his feet. "Thanks, but honestly I didn't know what I was doing half of the time. It was mostly thanks to Toothless that I got out of anything alive."

"Oh, what, and you think I did?" Jack countered, swinging his staff over his shoulders. "Hic, you ended a war. You saved a lot of humans' _and _dragons' lives."

"And nearly died thirteen times while doing it."

Jack bopped him on the head again. "Ow!"

"Oh shut up, that didn't hurt." Here Hiccup shot the white-haired teen a glare, but Jack gave him a warm smile in return, one that showed off his snow-white teeth. Suddenly Hiccup's mouth felt dry. "Hic, I think your story, what you did, was insanely cool. Quit trying to downplay it."

Hiccup stared, gaping like a fish as he fought to keep his face from going scarlet. Fortunately for him, Jack chose that moment to spin on his heel, hopping into the Wind's embrace.

"Okay, _now _we can go for that flight. You up for a race?" he taunted, zipping off before Hiccup had a chance to respond. The viking continued to stare after him for several moments, snapped from his stupor only when he heard Toothless huff in his ear. Turning towards his best friend, he found the nightfury shooting him a knowing look.

"...Wh-what are you looking at?" he snapped. Toothless flashed him a toothless smile and _goffed_.

* * *

><p>Weeks passed. The Riders of Berk enthusiastically dove back into their training at the academy, throwing some self-defense and combat lessons into the usual routine. Jack experienced his very first Thawfest, and though the addition of dragon-related events resulted in a tumorous growth on Hiccup's ego, in the end Snotlout kept his crown and Hiccup his friends.<p>

According to Hiccup, the Hooligan tribe had only been living with dragons since the Summer before Jack arrived. Changes were still being made to the village. When one of the older houses was destroyed beneath the weight of a monstrous nightmare - its neighbor succumbing to the weight of a gronkle moments later - Hiccup came up with the idea to mount dragon perches around the village.

"Sounds good," Jack commented idly, not taking his eyes off of Wodensfang as he held the tiny dragon aloft by his paws. "But are you sure you want them to be metal?"

"Well, they do need to support the dragons' weight," Hiccup countered, eyes still trained on the sketch on his desk. Jack was sitting cross-legged on his bed, playing with Wodensfang while Hiccup sketched out the preliminary designs. He still had not settled on the number of supports.

"Yeah," Jack replied. "But that could be a problem the next time we get hit with a storm." Then, after a slight pause, "How often do lightning storms hit Berk?"

"Um..." Hiccup's left hand stilled, eyes leaving the sketch for the first time. Turning in his chair, he replied, "We usually get hit by a few bad storms every Summer. Why? What does that have to do with the dragon perches?"

Jack released Wodensfang's front paws and the dragon rolled over in his lap, baring his pale belly for the spirit to scratch. Jack obliged. "Well you know, lightning's drawn to tall objects. And metal."

Hiccup blinked. "It is?"

"Mmhmm." Not really paying attention to the other, Jack continued to pamper the tiny dragon. "And if you put up a lot of 'em... Yikes."

Hiccup considered the spirit's words for a moment, and then jotted down a note in the corner of his sketch. Jack was a spirit himself, after all, so why should he doubt it if Jack claimed that the god of lightning was likely to strike metal objects?

Using stone instead of metal took more time, and they were unable to put up as many posts as they had originally planned. Not three days after the last one had gone up, however, Berk was hit by a massive lightning storm. Hiccup watched the sparks dance in the sky and wondered what his village might look like at that moment if the lightning were to strike the newly mounted perches.

In his free time Hiccup continued to study the mysterious compass, but he could never get it to respond to him as Heather had. The needle always floated freely, even when he tried to tell it who or what to lead him too. For a short while he considered attempting to disassemble it, but he could find no seams, nor any screws or gears, nothing indicating how it had been put together in the first place. It was almost as though the wood had been grown into its current shape. He showed the device to Astrid and Fishlegs, hoping that the two blondes might have more luck than he, but they had no more inkling as to how it worked than Hiccup did. He dared not show it to the rest of the riders; who knew _what _Snotlout or the twins might do to or with a magical compass.

In time the compass was forgotten. Though Hiccup still wore it around his neck, the device remained sealed and he gave up the habit of attempting to figure it out. When Stoick commented on it one evening over dinner Hiccup replied that it was a gift from Heather and nothing more. Stoick accepted it without question, but Hiccup could not help the slight, nagging guilt he felt for lying to his father again.

* * *

><p>The sky was overcast again. It had been that way for the past few days. Thunder rumbled far off in the distance, but it had been some time since the last streak of lightning. Still, the Riders decided it was too risky to try flying. Even Jack tended to stay on the ground when storm clouds were near.<p>

In lieu of dragon training, Hiccup took Toothless and visited the armory. His father had been surprised, but pleasantly so, when he expressed his desire to learn sword-fighting. With Stoick's permission Hiccup browsed the multiple weapons hanging from the walls and the weapon racks, inspecting them one by one and turning them over in his hands to get a feel for them. In particular he looked over the short swords, searching for one that felt right to him. Unfortunately, none of them did. Most of the blades were far too heavy, and the ones that were light enough for him to handle were _too _light. Others were simply too long. Eventually he settled on one of the lighter blades, though it did not feel right in his grip. Maybe later he would make himself a properly balanced blade. For now, though, he simply wanted to practice.

After dropping by the Hoffersons' hut Hiccup learned that Astrid had received a visit from the red-headed girl, Hjordis, earlier that morning and the two of them had run off to the academy on their own. Surprised, Hiccup mounted Toothless and the two of them followed Astrid's trail towards the arena - at a low altitude, of course.

_Whap!_

"Keep your guard up!"

_Whap!_

"Watch your stance. Keep your feet apart!"

_Whap!_

"That's it, you're getting there!"

_Whap!_

As the nightfury-pair set down outside the ring they were met with Astrid's voice crying out over the sound of metal clashing against metal. Hiccup supposed he should have been surprised to find Astrid and Hjordis exchanging blows with dulled practice blades as he descended into the arena, but he really was not. Remaining silent as he dismounted Toothless, Hiccup took a seat next to Stormfly and watched the two continue to exchange blows, Astrid offering words of encouragement or correction between blows and Hjordis mirroring Astrid's maneuvers to the best of her ability, even with her red hair falling in her eyes and her sweat-slicked hands slowly losing grip on the hilt of her sword.

Eventually Astrid called a time-out. Immediately Hjordis dropped her practice blade and collapsed on the ground where she stood, chest heaving as she sucked in lungfuls of oxygen. When her sparring partner approached her with a full water skin she managed to prop herself up on her elbows and accept the gift gratefully. She drank greedily, not caring when excess water spilled down her chin and pouring what was left over on her flushed skin.

"Hey Hiccup," Astrid greeted as the brunette approached her, having noticed his presence some time ago. She accepted the now empty water skin back with a slight grimace, retying it to her belt before turning to face Hiccup. "What's up?"

"Not much," he replied, left hand drifting to the sheathed blade at his hip. "I was just wondering if you could, uh..."

Astrid's eyes widened at the sight of the sword.

"Really? Hiccup, since when do you care about sword-fighting?"

"Since Outcast Island," Hiccup replied. Toothless hummed behind him as he continued, "I don't want to end up in a position like that again. If Alvin comes back, I want to be able to hold my own against him."

Holding out her free hand, Astrid demanded, "Let me see your sword." Hiccup complied, unsheathing the blade and pressing the hilt into her outstretched palm. Astrid weighed the blade carefully, giving it a few practice swings for good measure. "Are you sure you want to use this sword? It feels pretty light."

"Er, the next heaviest one was too heavy," Hiccup admitted sheepishly as he accepted the weapon back.

Astrid hummed thoughtfully. "All right, I can teach you some things. But, you know you probably won't ever be able to overpower Alvin, right?"

"Oh gods, really? Well, thank you Astrid, you just crushed all of my dreams."

Astrid punched him in the chest.

* * *

><p>Astrid taught him the hard way. With every lunge, every jab, and every parry Hiccup ended up with a new bruise. His arms and legs ached and he was forced to discard his fur vest as he was soaked in his own sweat. After a while she declared him on break and resumed practice with Hjordis. The small red-head received the same treatment for a while until it was once again Hiccup's turn. Hiccup wondered how the blonde was able to keep going with no breaks herself. Toothless, meanwhile, kept himself occupied playing with Stormfly. The two dragons exchanged chirps and squawks and chased one another playfully around the arena, uncaring when they nearly bowled over their sparring riders.<p>

Eventually the sun sank below the line of rocky earth that surrounded the academy, painting the sky vibrant orange. The three teens sat side by side at the edge of the ring, exhausted, sweaty, and breathing heavily, their swords scattered on the ground nearby. Hiccup took several _glugs_ from his own water skin before passing it to Astrid, who took a few swallows herself before passing it on to Hjordis. The young girl, once again, drained it completely.

"I don't think I've ever been this sore in my life," Hjordis commented as she smacked her lips. Toothless crooned and sniffed her red hair.

"Yeah, well, you're the one who wanted to learn to fight for real." Astrid took Hiccup's water skin back and shoved it into the brunette's lap. "You up for another round tomorrow?"

"_YEEES_!" Hjordis's voice came out as a loud, exhausted groan.

"And what about you, Hiccup?" Astrid elbowed Hiccup playfully. "Ready to get beat up by a couple of girls again?"

"Ask me again in the morning. Right now I'm still trying to decide whether or not do dunk my head in a bucket of ice."

Astrid chuckled, leaning back against the edge of the ring. Hiccup's eyes slipped closed, and he was moments away from dozing off when...

"Speaking of ice."

Hiccup's eyes snapped open at Astrid's comment. Immediately he saw what she was talking about; the white-haired figure dropping down into the center of the arena from the raised chain-link net. He sat up just a little straighter as Jack approached, Wodensfang curled around his shoulders. Toothless and Stormfly both raised their heads in greeting and Baby Tooth's wings hummed as she flew to Hjordis, hovering inches from the red-head's face and greeting her in hummingbird.

"Hi Baby Tooth," Hjordis said, a wide grin splitting her face. She sighed contentedly as the frost fairy blew a gentle, chilled breeze directly at her face before floating off to land on Astrid's shoulder.

"Hey guys," Jack said as he came to a stop before them. "Whoa, what happened to you?"

"Astrid just spent the last two hours beating on us," Hiccup quipped, jerking a thumb in her direction. Baby Tooth snickered when Astrid elbowed him in retaliation.

"Sword lessons," Astrid replied as Jack plopped down to take a seat next to Hiccup. "Just showing them the ropes."

"And by that she means just barely holding back from killing us," Hiccup interjected, swiping his sweat-matted hair from his forehead. "At this rate I might be able to hold my own against a dead yak by next Snoggletog."

"Actually, you didn't do half-bad," Astrid replied, drawing Hiccup's astonished gaze.

"Uh, did someone else take my place when I wasn't looking?"

"Your stance was good," the blonde explained. "And you have sharp reflexes. I think if we get you a balanced blade you'll do a lot better."

"Only problem; none of the swords in the armory feel right." Toothless cooed and offered his rider a consoling lick on the cheek as Hiccup trailed off into a groan.

Jack hummed thoughtfully and plucked at his rabbit-fur gloves. "Well... Why don't you just make one?"

"I think that's what I'm going to have to do."

Hjordis leaned forward. "Can you make me one?"

Astrid put her hand on the red-head's shoulder and pushed her back.

Hiccup chuckled and opened his mouth to reply when suddenly he felt something cool touch his cheek. His already red cheeks burned brighter when he saw what it was.

Despite how he seemed to shy away from it when they had first met, Hiccup quickly came to realize that Jack did not dislike physical contact; he was simply unused to it. Now, it seemed, he was comfortable enough around Hiccup to casually rest the back of his now ungloved hand against the brunette's cheek.

"Uh... Jack? What are you doing?"

"You looked hot," Jack replied, no trace of awkwardness or embarrassment in his voice. "I thought this would make you feel better."

Hesitantly, Hiccup nodded. "Thanks."

Wodensfang chittered in his ear and Baby Tooth shot him a glare from her perch on Astrid's shoulder.

The topic strayed after that. They talked about everything they could think of but nothing in particular. Hjordis unsubtly brought up how awesome she thought it would be to ride a dragon to which Astrid smirked, tousled her hair, and told her that when she lasted more than five minutes in a sparring match then she would be allowed to get a dragon.

Hjordis looked her dead in the eye and replied very seriously, "Challenge accepted."

* * *

><p>Hiccup realized he must have dozed off at one point because before he really knew it the sun had vanished altogether and Hjordis and Astrid along with it. Blearily he took in the sight of Toothless napping next to him, one of his head-fins an occasional flick, and Baby Tooth lounging atop the nightfury's head, not asleep but looking rather comfortable where she was. The pain in his body had dimmed to a slight ache, though Hiccup suspected it would return with a vengeance the next morning.<p>

The sweltering heat had also died down, and now Hiccup felt rather cold. Gooseflesh covered his arms and every so often a slight shiver wracked his body. Even so, he felt comfortable and had no real desire to move.

No desire, that is, until his gaze shifted and he realized that he was not, in fact, imagining the weight leaning on his shoulder.

Jack dozed, contentedly, with his head resting against Hiccup's shoulder. As Hiccup was the shorter of the two, Jack had to lean over rather far for his head to lay like that, but he did not look uncomfortable. Both of his ungloved hands were resting on Wodensfang, who was curled up in his lap, tiny belly rising and falling with each rapid breath. Jack looked so peaceful like this, his features carrying neither their normal mischievous countenance nor the strained, wistful expression he sometimes showed Hiccup. He just looked... beautiful.

Realization and horror punched Hiccup square in the chest. His heartbeat thudded in his ears as he tore his eyes away from his sleeping friend.

Oh.

Oh no.

Disgust and self-loathing coiled in his gut. Suddenly Hiccup could not be far enough away from the white-haired boy, no matter how comfortable he felt, no matter how much he liked the way Jack looked with his guard down and his large collar slipping down his chest, baring half of his collarbone...

He had to get out of there right away.

As gently as he could in his panicked state, he dislodged Jack, laying the spirit in a half-sitting position against the edge of the ring. Wodensfang stirred once, but did not wake up, and Jack did not move at all. Hiccup wondered if Jack was really such a heavy sleeper, or if he just felt that comfortable around Hiccup. The second thought made him feel sick with guilt.

Without bothering to wake Toothless, Hiccup fled from the academy. He was barely outside the gate when he felt his stomach heave and he was only just able to hold it back until he had sequestered himself some distance away from the ring itself. Once he had located a suitable crevice in the earth he allowed his stomach to reject its last meal, and he continued this way until his stomach was empty and was left dry heaving.

After what seemed like an eternity Hiccup managed to get his now cramping stomach under control, tears stinging his eyes.

He knew what occurred, sometimes, when the adult male warriors went on raids. He knew what practice occurred predominantly in other areas of the archipelago, but was not completely unheard of from the Hooligan tribe. He knew how defeated warriors or prisoners were punished, made an example of, unmanned in the most brutal and humiliating way.

Never once had Hiccup considered doing such a cruel thing to anyone. It was something he would not wish on his worst enemy. Yet here he was, thinking about Jack, about touching him, about having Jack under him. Hiccup's stomach clenched, almost sending him into another fit.

He wanted to rape Jack Frost.

* * *

><p>(AN: Okay, before you guys start freaking out: HICCUP DOES NOT ACTUALLY WANT TO RAPE ANYONE. It's a combination of him only just becoming self-aware of his crush on Jack and his preconceptions about relationships between men based on current cultural norms leading him to come to the wrong conclusion. Back then, viking warriors would rape opponents defeated in battle, and sometimes even castrate them. As far as Hiccup knows two men can't fall in love - it just doesn't happen. His only knowledge of the subject is exactly what I just described so he made an assumption and now hates himself for it.

Now that I'm done with that...

Sorry for the slow chapter. This was meant to serve as a sort of transitory stage between their adventures on Outcast Island and what comes next. More action and adventure to come soon.)
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**Chapter 9: A Matter of Trust**

Hiccup hardly got any rest that night. It did not help that Toothless seemed agitated as well, for reasons unknown to the slim viking. Ignoring the nightfury's agitated pacing and pawing at the floorboards, Hiccup struggled to find sleep.

Flying back to the village with Jack on Toothless had been pure torture; the spirit's body was so close and Hiccup could feel Jack's cool breath on his neck. The moment they had touched down in front of his hut Hiccup had retreated inside without so much as a 'goodnight,' slamming the door in Jack's face behind him. He offered his father no explanation as he rushed up to his room, where he immediately threw himself face down atop his bed and screamed into the furs until he went hoarse.

His dreams offered no reprieve; his subconscious tormented him all night with images of Jack. He had been given such dreams before, most of which involved a nameless, faceless but still very obviously female figure. Occasionally such dreams focused Astrid or even on a few rare occasions Ruffnut; never before had he dreamed about a male. When he woke the next morning his undergarments were sticky and he felt as though he had not slept at all.

* * *

><p>That morning was yet another overcast one. As the people emerged from their homes they expected to find another bountiful haul in the fishing nets. What they did not expect was what they found in the center of the village plaza.<p>

"What did you do?"

The question, posed by Jack, had been directed to Ruffnut and Tuffnut, each of whom wore a mask of false hurt as they faced the young Guardian.

"Uh, why does everything have to be _our _fault?" Tuffnut asked, placing his hand over his chest where he thought his heart would be. His hand was on the wrong side of his chest.

Wodensfang shot the twins a flat look mirroring Jack's. "There's a massive hole smack in the middle of the village," Jack deadpanned, gesturing towards the offending crater with his staff even as Stoick and Gobber peered down into its depths. It seemed as though the entire village had come out to stare at it and muse over how such a massive hole could have been dug in the middle of the night with nobody noticing. "Who else could have caused that?"

"Maybe Meatlug had a midnight snack," Ruffnut suggested. The moment she heard her name, Meatlug's eyes went wide and her bat-like ears flattened against her skull.

"Please, that's impossible," Fishlegs scoffed as he threw a consoling arm over his dragon. "Meatlug is on a diet."

Jack and the twins raised an eyebrow each, but said nothing.

((_ENEMY!_))

Jack jolted as Toothless's translated roar echoed in his head. Moments later the black dragon bounded up to the hole, Hiccup following not far behind. Teeth bared in a feral snarl, Toothless lowered his muzzle to the ground and hissed at the darkness.

((_Here-enemy-Nest-Killer-here-hunt-strike! Me-track-hunt-find-fight-kill!_))

Placing his hands on the nightfury's neck, Hiccup tried in vain to calm his dragon. "Whoa, Toothless, calm down bud. It's just a hole."

"It's not just a hole!" Bucket's voice echoed up from beneath the ground. "It's like an underground village!" Peering down, Hiccup caught sight of the addled viking standing in the bottom of the hole. He had not been there a few moments ago and the brunette could only surmise that he had been wandering about down there for some time.

One of the vikings broke away from the crowd and ran to the edge of the hole, kneeling on his hands and knees in the dirt. Mulch let out an audible sigh of relief as he took in the sight of his housemate. "Bucket. Oh, there ya are. I've been looking for you all night!"

"Sorry Mulch," Bucket cried, rubbing his bucket sheepishly. "But I think I've finally found it; my happy place!"

Not a few seconds later the tunnel was flooded with a thick cloud of shredded earth and dust. Bucket screamed and the whole village stared in shock as he was vaulted from the hole and landed on a stack of barrels nearby with a pained gasp.

"Bucket!" Jack cried as he, Hiccup, and Stoick rushed to the blonde's side. Bucket sat up appearing to be dazed but giving no indication he was in further pain.

"Are ye all right Bucket?" Stoick asked, offering the man a hand. Bucket seemed to not notice.

"Not so happy anymore," the addled viking replied, voice a low whine.

"What happened?"

Bucket looked at the chief with wide, frightened eyes as he pulled himself up. "Something pushed me out. Something's down there, something big!"

((_Enemy._)) Jack blinked, turning back to the hole. Toothless was still there, leaning over the edge and growling, but that had not been Toothless's voice. It sounded farther away, and came out almost like a whisper; a furious, deafening, hate-filled whisper, but a whisper nonetheless. ((_Enemy-Earth-Hoarder-me-slice-shred-kill-tear!_))

((_YOU-DIE!_)) Toothless growled as he launched himself into the hole and disappeared into the darkness.

"Toothless!" Hiccup ran to the edge, peering into the tunnel but seeing no trace of the nightfury. Before he could even think about jumping after him the earth beneath his feet began to quake. Astrid and Jack approached cautiously, though Wodensfang was whimpering and digging his claws into Jack's tunic and the other dragons were fidgeting where they stood.

"What is that?" Astrid asked, hand automatically going to her axe.

"I hear someone's voice," Jack replied, drawing confused stares. "From beneath the island."

"Eh, whatever it is," Gobber said, taking a step back, "It's givin' me the willies."

The hole exploded. Clouds of dirt and bits of rubble and tree roots pelted the gathered crowd. Many of the onlookers fled as the creature emerged from its hole, milky eyes gazing sightlessly over those that remained.

The dragon had a massive, bulging head that gave way to a long, whip like body that spiraled even as its bat-like wings held it aloft in the air. Crimson spikes protruded from sleek, charcoal scales. Yellow fangs as long as Stoick's forearm jutted forward from its lipless mouth and inside the teens were able to see row after row of rotating teeth extending all the way to the back of its throat.

"Whoa..." Snotlout breathed. "Look at the size of that thing!"

Everyone was already looking at it, save for Fishlegs who was staring resolutely at the ground. Tuffnut was giving the creature a dreamy expression while everyone else stared with varying degrees of shock.

"Do I have to?" Fishlegs whined, eyes flitting to the dragon for a brief moment before flitting back to the ground.

Ignoring the husky teen, Astrid took command. "Dragons! Everyone!"

She, Fishlegs, Snotlout, and the twins ran to their dragons, throwing themselves into the saddles without hesitation. Jack and Hiccup, meanwhile, retreated to Gobber's side. Wodensfang hissed and spat from his perch while the large dragons roared in unison, ((_Us-together-nest-fight-protect-fight-fight!_))

((_Wrong!_)) the new dragon screeched. ((_Wrong-wrong-not-you-not-you-not-you! Where-he? Where-Earth-Horder-black-evil-cousin-NOT-COUSIN! Me-hunt-him-fight-him-KILL-HIM!_))

Gripping Hookfang's horns tightly, seeking comfort, Snotlout threw a glance to the other riders and cried, "Uh, I don't like the way it's eyeballing me."

"Oh, don't worry, it's not just you," Fishlegs called back, swallowing thickly.

"Thanks," Snotlout replied with a roll of his eyes. "Big relief."

The dragon screeched _**HATRED **_and_** FURY **_and_** RAGE **_before spinning in the air and diving back beneath the earth. The riders all stared at the spot where it had disappeared. Jack felt like his heart might burst from his chest at any moment.

Astrid was the first to break the silence. "_What_ was _that_?"

"Whatever it is," Tuffnut breathed, a wide grin splitting his face, "I want one!"

Ignoring the twins, Fishlegs wracked his brain for the answer. His tongue peeked just past his lips as he played with his fingers. "If I had to take a guess," he started, eyes furrowed and shudders working their way across his skin. "I'd say that was a whispering death."

"Can't imagine why," Jack murmured, eyes still on the spot where the wild dragon had disappeared.

"Whoa, great name!" Tuffnut clapped his hands over the small, hollow spaces behind Belch's horns that served as his ears. Turning to his sister, he whispered, "So much better than zippleback."

Bucket groaned and fidgeted, clambering up onto a barrel in a vain attempt to put some distance between himself and the whispering death's domain. His eyes were nearly bulging from their sockets and his braided beard swung this way and that as he whirled around atop his post, searching for some sign that the wild dragon would resurface. "Where'd it go? Why's it here? What's it going to do to us?" he moaned. Then, almost violently, he rounded on the figure next to him and roared, "Why aren't you slapping me to snap me out of this!?"

Mulch swallowed thickly, stealing a quick peek down at the new tunnel before turning to meet the panicked gaze of his housemate. "Because I'm scared too, Bucket." He had also climbed atop a barrel, and had no current intention of climbing down.

Another tremor hit. Before anyone had gotten a chance to react the earth exploded upwards once more, collapsing a stone dragon perch on top of someone's hut, and in a spray of dirt and rocks the whispering death had surfaced once more, creating a second hole the size of the first in its wake.

It roared, pouring its _**HATRED **_and_** ANGER **_into its cry and causing the few who remained to shrink back.

"It looks angry." Gobber turned to Hiccup. "Why don' ya do tha' thing where ya touch its nose an' feed it grass?"

Not bothering to correct Gobber, Hiccup cried, "Okay, uh, Fishlegs, what do we know about the whispering death?"

"Boulder class, razor sharp teeth, incredibly strong, hunts from underground."

Tuffnut leaned forward in his saddle and clapped his hands over Belch's ears again. "Now I really want one."

"So? How do we deal with this thing?" Snotlout called above the whispering death's continuing roar.

"STAND BACK EVERYONE!"

The teens cast their eyes to the sky as Stoick descended towards the village plaza atop Thornado. Strange; none of them had noticed him leaving to fetch the cobalt thunderdrum. Stoick and Thornado came to hover in the air above the village, both glaring daggers at the invading dragon. The whispering death hissed at them, displeased with their interruption.

"Thornado's got somethin' ta say ta this beast!" Stoick declared, placing his hand on Thornado's muzzle. In response the thunderdrum opened his jaws wide.

((_LLLLEEEEEEEEEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAAVVVVVEE!_))

The concussive roar shook the whispering death, but did not knock it from the sky. Shaking off the attack, the wild dragon snarled and spat at Thornado and Stoick.

"I don' nae think it's go' it's listenin' ears on," Gobber snarked.

"All right!" Astrid called over the bellowing of the two hostile dragons. Tugging on the saddle, she directed Stormfly into the air. "Let's run this thing outta here!"

The other dragons fell into formation behind the chief. They and the whispering death circled one another, the Berkian dragons growling, ((_Protect-nest-home-OURS-you-danger-bad-bad-leave-you-leave-we-fight-protect-protect!_))

Before they could come to blows, however, another cry cut through theirs.

((_MMIIIIIIIIIIIINNNE!_))

Jack's eyes widened as Toothless burst from the underground tunnels, placing himself between the Berkian dragons and the whispering death. His head-fins were raised and his pupils had narrowed into thin slits. He bared his teeth at the whispering death, screeching, ((_You-bad-Nest-Killer-bad-bad-evil-DIE!_)) Turning to face the Berkian dragons, Toothless continued, ((_My-prey-hunt-mine! You-back-no-steal-you-my-prey-my-hunt!_))

The dragons reacted immediately, pulling back so as to give the two dark dragons a wide berth. Their riders struggled and failed to keep their dragons under control.

"What's Toothless doing?!" Snotlout griped as Hookfang pulled away.

"He wants the whispering death to himself!" Jack called above the din. Hiccup stared at him, then at his dragon.

"Well, he can have him," Fishlegs whined as he and Meatlug backed away.

The whispering death's spikes rotated towards Toothless as he snarled, ((_Me-your-prey-HAH! Me-hunt-kill-tear-shred-your-bones!_))

"Toothless!" Hiccup started forward, reaching for the nightfury, but Toothless did not acknowledge him.

The whispering death launched himself at Toothless. Everyone watched, horrified, as the two dragons began to tear at each other in a flurry of teeth and tails and claws. Eventually Toothless managed to break away and launched three plasma blasts at the whispering death in rapid succession. The whip-like dragon weaved in the air, avoiding all of the missiles and hissing at Toothless. With a furious snarl Toothless beat his wings, attempting to go airborne. However, his prosthetic tail remained locked in place and he was unable to get up more than a few feet before he was earthbound again.

The whispering death glowered at Toothless, milky eyes zeroing in on his tail. ((_Hah! You-grounded-flightless-prey! Me-kill-shred-tear-easy! Hah!_))

"Gobber, man the catapults!" Stoick boomed as he and Thornado set down next to the blacksmith. "And when that thing is clear of Toothless, fire!"

"Dad, wait!" Before anyone could stop him, Hiccup ran straight into the fray, unheeding of the spike-clad dragon circling overhead. "Toothless, let me help you bud." His hands had only just made contact with Toothless's leather harness when the nightfury butted him away with an agitated hiss.

"Hiccup!" Jack called, racing forward. Hiccup sat in the dirt, dazed but unharmed, staring after Toothless with a bewildered and hurt expression. He hardly even registered Jack's touch as the white-haired teen pulled him to his feet.

"What? Toothless, what- What's wrong?"

Toothless bounded several paces ahead before he paused, rapidly throwing glances at both his rider and his opponent. After a moment he settled on Hiccup just long enough to roar out, ((_My-prey-my-fight-you-back-you,_)) before running off again.

Astrid jogged up behind the two boys, brows furrowed and heart pounding. "What was that all about?"

"Those two know each other," Jack explained, eyes still trained on Toothless. "The other dragon called Toothless 'Earth Hoarder' and Toothless called him 'Nest Killer.'"

"Earth Hoarder?" Hiccup parroted. "Nest Killer?"

Suddenly the whispering death flicked his tail, sending a spray of quills towards Toothless. Toothless attempted to dodge into the air, but his tail gave and he fell right into the whispering death's line of fire. A single quill sank several inches into Toothless's leg, drawing a cry of pain and indigence from the nightfury and a strangled gasp from his rider.

"GOBBER!"

At the sound of the chief's thunderous roar Gobber released the lever on the catapult, propelling a boulder the size of his head at the invader. The projectile knocked the whispering death off balance, staggering him in mid-flight. Furious, the dragon turned on Stoick and Gobber and released a strangled hiss.

The two men had wasted no time in reloading and resetting the catapult. "Fire!" Stoick roared, and Gobber released a second projectile at the wild dragon, striking him square in the face.

((_DIIIIIE!_)) he screeched, loud enough that his voice seemed to pierce the clouds. Gobber hefted a third boulder into the cup of the catapult, but never got a chance to fire it. The whispering death whipped and thrashed in the air suddenly, as though in pain, and dove straight towards the ground. Many sets of eyes watched as the earth sank in a snaking line through the village as the whispering death retreated, weaving between two rows of houses before vanishing altogether.

Toothless started after it, gliding towards the mangled earth. As he pawed at the ground, however, it became apparent that the whispering death was not coming back. Cautiously, Hiccup approached the nightfury from behind, eyes on Toothless's injured leg.

"Oh no. You're hurt." He reached for the whispering death's quill, only to freeze when Toothless jolted suddenly. Toothless hissed, teeth bared as he turned towards his rider. As his eyes landed on Hiccup, however, the slit pupils grew and rounded out and his hiss turned into a purr. Emboldened, Hiccup placed his hands on the quill. At the same time Jack approached Toothless and placed his hands on his head, rubbing slow, soothing circles as Hiccup removed the foreign object.

"There we go," Jack said as the blood-streaked quill slid out. "Are you all right big guy?"

Toothless did not answer. Instead he bounded away, racing away from the gathered vikings and following the winding path that ran through the village. He did not seem to notice or care about the blood streaking down his leg, staining the soil in his wake.

"Toothless, wait!" Hiccup called.

"Where is he going?" Astrid asked as she and the rest of the Riders joined Hiccup and Jack.

Snotlout snorted. "Probably running away to lick his wounds."

"It's not funny!" Hiccup snapped as he rounded on his cousin, Toothless's blood warm and sticky on his fingers. "Toothless could have been killed. He can't fly, remember?"

Snotlout did not look concerned. "And whose fault is that?"

Astrid, Hiccup and Jack all glared at him venomously while the rest of the Riders continued to stare after Toothless.

"Seriously? Did you just go there?" Astrid spat. The burly teen shrugged.

"Hey, I call it like I see it."

Before the two of them could come to blows, Fishlegs interjected. "Um, does anybody want to talk about what in the name of Thor just happened!?"

Tuffnut was the first to respond, looking rather unimpressed with the turn of events. "Uh, dragon fight. Just another day on Berk."

Fishlegs shook his head. "Uh, not really. It seemed like there was way more to it than that."

"Because there was," Jack replied. "Toothless and that dragon knew each other. They had names for one another, and Toothless didn't want anyone else trying to fight it."

"But why?" Hiccup breathed, turning back around to watch Toothless, who had finally come to a halt atop the hill overlooking the plaza. The nightfury was gazing wistfully into the distance after the trail the whispering death had left. "How do they know each other? Why were they fighting like that?"

"Uh, are we gonna be tested on this?" Tuffnut drawled. "'Cause I'm _completely _confused." He turned to his sister.

"Well don't look at me," she mumbled, offering her brother a shrug.

Tuning them out, Hiccup turned to once again face his best friend. Toothless continued to stare out at nothing, occasionally kneading the earth beneath his claws as though prepared to fling himself from the cliff edge and give chase. When Hiccup felt a hand on his shoulder he relaxed a bit, suspecting it was Astrid offering comfort. When his gaze shifted, however, and he caught sight of Jack he jolted away from the spirit with a strangled cry, drawing stares from everyone around.

Jack blinked, bewildered by Hiccup's violent response. Quickly he regained his composure and suggested, "I think we should have someone take a look at his leg."

Hiccup nodded, all the while avoiding eye contact.

* * *

><p>By the time the sun had set that evening, Toothless still not calmed. He continued to pace and growl and paw at the ground, even when Hiccup led the nightfury to his second-story bedroom.<p>

"I-I really wish you could just tell me what was going on out there today," Hiccup sighed as he finished retying Toothless's bandage for the third time that evening. Jack would probably be able to get the answer from him, but at the thought of approaching the white-haired teen Hiccup's heart began pounding and his stomach began cramping painfully. Hiccup groaned. No doubt Jack and the others knew something was going on; he had spent the entire day ensuring someone else stood between him and Jack at all times and flinching and jumping away whenever they accidentally touched. He hardly spoke to the white-haired boy, and whenever Jack tried speaking with him Hiccup replied in monosyllables.

Astrid had pulled him aside earlier and asked (demanded) to know what was going on with him. Fortunately she had been willing to accept that he was just rattled by the fight that had occurred that morning. It was, after all, partly true.

Suddenly Toothless huffed, a low growl rising in his throat, drawing Hiccup from his thoughts, and turned his attention to the stairwell just as a large shadow appeared on the wall above it. Hiccup relaxed as he recognized the shape of his father's silhouette.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa, easy bud," Hiccup whispered, stroking Toothless's scales lovingly as his father ascended. "It's just my dad."

Stoick smiled at the pair as he entered his son's bedroom, offering a light chuckle. "Son, you have a visitor."

Hiccup's heart dropped into the pit of his stomach as he caught sight of the second, much smaller figure as they stepped out from behind Stoick.

"Hey Hic!" Jack offered him and Toothless a friendly wave, Wodensfang chirping at them from his post on Jack's shoulder. "How're you doing, Toothless?"

Toothless huffed dismissively as the white-haired teen approached him and began to scratch his head.

"He's still a little on edge," Hiccup answered in the nightfury's place, keeping his eyes firmly on the bandage wrapped around his partner's leg.

"Don't worry Toothless," Stoick said, following Jack's lead and offering the nightfury a gentle pat on the muzzle. "I think we showed that dragon a thing or two about uninvited guests on Berk. I don't think he'll be coming back anytime soon." The chief paused. For a moment Hiccup thought he might have something more to say on the matter, but instead Stoick turned to Jack and said, "Will you be staying the night, lad?"

Panic seized Hiccup's limbs and he went rigid as he waited for Jack's answer. What should he do? What _could _he do? If he told Jack not to sleep here, he would definitely be suspicious, but if he did let Jack sleep in his room and had another one of those dreams...

"No thanks." Hiccup bit back a relieved sigh. "I kind of feel like sleeping under the stars tonight."

"...Are you sure lad? There's a rather fierce wind tonight."

"I'm sure," Jack replied. "Don't worry, the cold doesn't bother me that much." He paused, and then added, "And wild dragons don't either."

Stoick sighed. "Very well then."

With that the Hooligan Chief turned and walked out of the room. Hiccup imagined that every heavy footfall he heard from his father going down the stairs his heart was pounding harder and harder.

Perfect. He was alone - nearly - in his room with Jack. So far Jack was not paying him much mind, attention solely focused on Toothless. With Stoick's absence Baby Tooth dug herself out of Jack's purse. Her wings thrummed as she took to the air, giving Toothless a series of agitated chirps and squeaks.

((I can't believe you tried to fight that thing alone you absolute MORON!)) Baby Tooth scolded, earning an irritated glare from the nightfury. Jack smirked as he felt _concern-worry-care-fear-relief_ rolling off of her in waves. ((You're lucky you got hurt, otherwise I'd punch you in the nose!))

((_Nest-Killer-BAD!_)) Toothless growled. ((_Threat-enemy-prey-threat-hunt-he-mine-me-his-we-fight-fight-kill_.))

"It doesn't have to be that way," Jack said, stroking the back of Toothless's neck. "We can help."

Curiosity piqued, Hiccup asked, "What are they saying?"

"Baby Tooth was yelling at Toothless for fighting Nest Killer alone," Jack explained. "And Toothless said that he and Nest Killer... belong to each other. That they have to kill each other."

((_Does!_)) Toothless hissed. ((_Nest-Killer-evil-fight-must-kill-claw-tear-fight-Nest-Killer-threat-worry-threat-bad-bad-bad._))

Baby Tooth pouted. ((If he's that bad, we should all fight him.))

Toothless's pupils narrowed into slits and he bared his teeth. Baby Tooth shrank back as he snarled, ((_NO! My-fight-MINE-Nest-Killer-hurt-me-fight-my-prey-mine-MINE!_))

((_You-die_,)) Wodensfang hummed. ((_Nest-Killer-big-prey-too-big-you-hurt-killed-die._))

((_No-strongest-me-fastest-me-not-die-hunt-kill-fight-fight-defeat-Nest-Killer,_)) Toothless huffed.

Jack translated it all for Hiccup.

"Toothless..." Hiccup moved his hand from his partner's injured leg to his back. Toothless turned to him, slitted pupils widening and a sad croon rising from his throat. "Why do you have to fight it alone? And do you really have to kill each other? I want..." His voice faltered. "I just want to help you, bud."

((_Love,_)) Toothless crooned. ((_Hiccup-Love-no-fight-my-prey-you-Love-not-your-prey-not-your-hunt._))

"He says it's not your fight," Jack translated. Hiccup sighed.

"I don't _care _if it's not my fight; Toothless, you're my best friend, I want to protect you."

Toothless rolled his eyes. ((_Me-strongest-fearless-no-weak-soft-skinned-hatchling_.))

"I know you can take care of yourself," Hiccup replied as Jack finished translating. "But I still _want _to help you."

Toothless huffed and turned away, apparently not caring to carry the conversation any further. Hiccup watched, helplessly, as Toothless heated his stone slate, pacing in tight circles as his flame poured from his mouth, before plopping down on the fresh scorch mark and wrapped his wings over his head, effectively shutting his rider out.

((Stubborn oaf...)) Baby Tooth sniffed. Jack chose not to call her out on the _hurt-worry-concern_ she was feeling.

"Well, at least it was only one spine," he sighed, leaning on his staff. "All things considered, that could have turned out a lot worse, right?"

It took Hiccup a moment to realize Jack was addressing him. "Er, right." He tried not to act any differently than he normally would, but he found himself unable to meet Jack's eyes. He wished all of this had not happened at once. In fact, he wished it had not happened at all. Between his horrifying, disgusting realization the evening before and the whispering death's attack that morning Hiccup was beginning to go mad.

"Hey." Hiccup went rigid when he felt Jack's hand on his shoulder. He tried not to jerk away this time, even though Jack's touch was sending a searing heat through his skin. "It's going to be all right," Jack assured him, offering a gentle smile. For one horrifying moment, Hiccup imagined covering Jack's lips with his own. "I'm sure Nest Killer's long gone by now."

Jack withdrew his hand, much to Hiccup's relief, and spun on his heel to face Toothless. The black dragon continued to ignore them, even when Jack gingerly placed his fingers on the wounded leg and said, "G'night Toothless. Take it easy, 'kay bud?"

Toothless huffed, but said nothing.

"G'night Hic." Jack turned to face him once more. "See you at the academy tomorrow."

Hiccup only barely managed to mumble out a 'mm-hmm.'

Jack quirked an eyebrow, wondering not for the first time that day what was wrong with the brunette. With what had happened to Toothless that morning, he supposed it was not surprising that Hiccup had been out of it, but the expression on Hiccup's face at the moment struck him as one of guilt, not worry.

"You don't have to be so hard on yourself." Hiccup flinched, and Jack smiled softly, thinking he had hit the nail on the head. "It's not your fault Toothless got injured."

"Uh, um... Right..." Hiccup rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. "Thanks."

Jack beamed. He plucked Wodensfang from his shoulders, earning a tiny squeak of protest, and handed him over to Hiccup. "No problem."

Hiccup wordlessly accepted the blue terror, not at all minding when Wodensfang's talons dug into his tunic as he scrambled up onto his shoulders. It was a distraction; from the clueless, innocent spirit flitting out of his window, frost fairy in tow, from the stubborn, proud dragon sulking in his room, and from his own hectic, confused, messed up life.

Once Jack and Baby Tooth were long gone Hiccup flopped down on his bed, earning an indignant squawk from Wodensfang. The terror climbed off of his stomach and crawled over Hiccup's furs. Lolling his head to the side, Hiccup found Wodensfang's face inches from his own. "Do you ever have days like this?"

Wodensfang blinked, tilting his head to the side and humming.

"No, I didn't think so."

* * *

><p>Sleep did not come easily to Jack that night. Curled up in his snowbank, staring up at the slate sky - the clouds overhead had yet to break - he kept replaying that day's events in his mind and attempting to decipher them.<p>

Hiccup had been acting strangely since the night before. Jack had been shocked when he slammed the door in his face, but eventually managed to rationalize it as Hiccup being eager to return to the warmth of his hut; Jack had not meant to fall asleep against the lanky teen and was feeling a bit guilty for chilling him like that. He had meant to apologize that morning, but then the whispering death had attacked and Jack forgot all about it.

As Hiccup's bizarre behavior continued, however, Jack was becoming less and less certain that it had anything to do with him accidentally falling asleep on the shorter teen. All day Hiccup had been avoiding eye contact with him, flinching every time he came close to touching him... The longest sentence Jack had managed to wrest from Hiccup all day had come when he was translating for Toothless after Hiccup fixed his bandage. Jack seriously doubted that his little slip the previous evening could have offended Hiccup that much...

Could it?

A tightness formed in Jack's throat and he rolled over onto his side, half-burying his face in the snow. He knew ranking friends was not polite, but in the privacy of his own mind - or to Baby Tooth, from whom he kept no secrets - he would admit that he liked Hiccup the best out of all of the dragon riders. He was smart, brave, funny, kind and, despite how down-to-earth and serious he tried to be most of the time, the kid knew how to have a good time; never before had Jack met anyone who could keep up with his aerial antics.

It hurt to think that he might have offended Hiccup so much that the dragon rider no longer wanted to have anything to do with him. Jack did not usually worry about offending others, but that was mostly because for three centuries there was hardly anyone for him to offend. He really had no idea whether or not he had crossed a line. Maybe falling asleep on someone was a grave insult in viking culture. Or maybe he just drooled on Hiccup.

Jack hummed thoughtfully. He wished North was there, or Tooth or Sandy. As much as he loved Baby Tooth, she was not much better at social interactions than he was. With a sad sigh, Jack allowed his eyes to slip closed as he attempted once again to fall asleep, despite his aching chest.

* * *

><p>Hiccup was thankful to wake the next morning with dry sheets. The very last thing he wanted to do first thing when he woke up was beg a terrible terror to keep its mouth shut.<p>

"Morning Wodensfang," he groaned as he lazily rubbed his sleep-fogged eyes.

A chirp came from somewhere to his right.

"Morning Toothless."

Silence.

"Toothless?"

Again, he was met with silence. Suddenly Hiccup was wide awake. He threw himself from his bed, nearly tripping over his own prosthetic foot. Wodensfang watched as he scrambled, donning the familiar appendage clumsily in his haste. Half-sprinting and half-limping, Hiccup rushed out of his house, praying to the gods that he would find Toothless on the roof, eagerly awaiting their morning flight.

The gods did not hear him, or if they did then they were ignoring him outright. Toothless was gone, and Hiccup had no doubt about where his best friend had gone.

"He went after him," Hiccup lamented, eyes on the sunken trail Nest Killer had left in his wake the previous day. "Alone."

With Astrid's help, Hiccup had managed to gather the rest of the Riders and Jack in the academy ring. Most of them had been sympathetic... most.

"Maybe Toothless just went for a morning flight," Snotlout teased, a goading smirk plastered on his face. "Oh that's right, he can't!"

Snotlout's derisive laughter was cut short when a snowball exploded across the side of his head. Now the twins were howling and he was left sputtering and cursing as he swiped clumps of snow and ice out of his hair and stinging ear.

"Hey!"

"You deserved it, mutton-head," Jack growled, stepping forward to meet Snotlout's glare as the burlier teen attempted to tower over him.

"Guys, this is _not _the time for this!" Astrid snapped, stepping between the two. "We need to focus on finding Toothless right now. Snotlout can get his butt kicked anytime."

"_Hey!_"

"Toothless must be looking for Nest Killer," Hiccup mused aloud, ignoring all three of them. "We find him, we find Toothless."

Nervously, Fishlegs raised his hand. "Um, what do we do if we find Nest Killer first?"

"Well," Hiccup replied with a shrug, "We train him."

"You know he's got 'Killer' in his name, right?" Tuffnut asked.

"Yup." Turning to Fishlegs, Hiccup asked, "Fishlegs, is there anything about the whispering death in the Book of Dragons that can help us?"

Fishlegs hummed, poked his tongue out a bit, and flipped open the tome. The new cover cracked as he flipped through the pages, searching for the section regarding the ground-dwelling dragon. "It can shoot razor-sharp spines from any part of its body."

"And how's _that _gonna help us?" Astrid snapped.

"Well, it would _help _if we stayed away from those," Fishlegs snapped back.

"Or," Tuffnut offered, "We could get near them and use Ruffnut as a human shield." He trailed off into a snicker, which was cut short as Ruffnut slammed her heel into his knee. "Ow! My knee cap!" Then, still holding his hurt knee and hopping on the opposite foot, "That's new. I like it."

"...No wonder the boars didn't want them any more," Jack murmured.

Hiccup rolled his eyes and turned back to Fishlegs. "This dragon must have a weakness."

"Actually, no. Yeah, it says right here: No known weaknesses."

Tuffnut leaned over Fishlegs's shoulder, admiring the illustration on the page. "Ha. I really love this thing."

"Do we really need to find a weakness?" Jack asked. "Couldn't we just, you know, talk to him?"

"Maybe _you_ can," Snotlout growled. "The rest of us don't have freaky spirit powers."

Baby Tooth began chittering at him, shaking her tiny fist as she swore in hummingbird.

Looking around, Jack asked, "Would anyone be opposed to me turning him into a Snot-cicle?"

He received a mixed reply of 'nopes,' 'nuh-uhs,' shrugs, and head shaking.

"Cool." Jack pointed the crooked end of his staff at Snotlout, who immediately put up his hands in a disarming gesture and began to back away.

"Okay, Frosty, let's not do anything too hasty..."

"Okay, that's enough," Hiccup snapped as he climbed into Stormfly's saddle. "Can we just go, please?" He took Astrid's hand as she reached for him, helping to pull her into the saddle. "We don't know how much time we have."

"Don't worry Hiccup," Astrid assured him. "We'll find him."

With that she directed Stormfly out of the arena, the others following close behind.

* * *

><p>The trail left behind by Nest Killer lead the group to Berk's vast forest. They were forced to fly low most of the journey, so as not to lose sight of the sunken terrain amidst the evergreen trees. Eventually their journey led them to the northern part of the island, at the line where the trees had begun to thin somewhat. There they found two massive holes in the earth, not unlike the ones Nest Killer had created in the center of the village.<p>

Hiccup was the first one on the ground when the riders landed, with the sole exception of the Jack. Without the slightest bit of hesitation Hiccup was at the edge of the hole, peering down into the tunnels.

"Uh, Toothless? Toothless!" he cried, voice echoing through the whispering death's domain. An owl hooted somewhere not far off, but that was it; Hiccup received no answer from his dragon or from the whispering death.

Snotlout eyed the shredded soil skeptically. Then, crossing his arms and rounding on the others, he said, "How do we even know the whispering death made these holes?"

With a roll of her eyes, Astrid replied, "So you think it might be the other twenty-five hundred pound rock-eating dragon we're following?"

Jack had to fight to keep from laughing at the stupefied look on Snotlout's face.

"I know what you're-" Snotlout stopped, unsure. "Don't try to confuse me!"

"But it's so hard _not _to," Jack mock whined, Baby Tooth snickering alongside him. Snotlout shot him a dirty look.

"Shut it, Frosty."

"Look at this." Hiccup's voice drew everyone's attention. All eyes were on him as he rose from where he had been kneeling at the edge of the hole, holding a small, yellow fang in his fingers. "He must have lost a tooth."

"Is it sharp?" Tuffnut asked, buzzing with excitement. "If it is, I want it. I like sharp."

His sister grinned and clapped her hands together. "Yeah, sharp is good."

"Think about this," Fishlegs moaned. "Hundreds of those spinning together, ripping through dirt and tree roots, discarding rock like it's not even there."

((_Where?_))

Jack's head snapped up. Turning to the closest person, he asked, "Did you say something?"

Snotlout raised an eyebrow. "Uh, no."

Suddenly Stormfly's head cocked to the side. She squawked, clawing at the dirt beneath her feet in agitation. ((_Run-danger-fear-hunted-bad-fear-bad-bad!_))

Noticing her partner's frantic pawing, Astrid spun on her heel, facing the deadly nadder. "Stormfly, what's wrong?"

((_**Danger-us-in-hunted-fear-bad-danger-bad-run!**_)) Barf-and-Belch hissed, much to the bewilderment of his riders.

((_Wheeeeeeeeeeeerrrrrrrrre-hhheeeeeeeeeeeee? Ssssssmmeeeeeeeeeeelllll-hhhhiiiiiiiimmmm!_))

Suddenly Jack knew what was going on.

"Guys, get away from the hole."

"What? Why?" Snotlout growled.

"Nest Killer's coming back! I can hear his voice!"

As though on cue, the ground beneath their feet began to quake. Baby Tooth landed on Jack's shoulder, balling her tiny fists in the coarse material of his tunic. The riders scrambled back, putting some distance between themselves and Nest Killer's lair. The rumbling and the hissing grew louder, pebbles on the surface began to bounce and quake, and the dragons' agitated crowing and pacing became frantic.

_Fear-stubborness-pride-Love-protectiveness-anxiety_ rolled off of Baby Tooth in waves, even as she clung to Jack for dear life.

((_Yyyoooooouuu-ssssmmeeeelllllll-Eeeaaaaaarrrrrrrrtttthhhhhhh-Hhhhhooooaaaarrrrdddeerrr! Iiiiiiiiiiiii-sssshhhhhrrrreeeeeeeedddd-yyyoooooouuuuuu!_))

"Looks like we beat Toothless," Snotlout whimpered nervously.

"Yeah," Astrid whispered, "We win."

The ground exploded upwards, and in a spray of discarded soil and shredded tree roots the rogue whispering death appeared once more. Right in front of Fishlegs.

"I'm not feeling like a winner," he squeaked.

((_What-you?_)) Nest Killer roared as he brought his bulbous head down towards the husky viking. Fishlegs flinched, shying away from the spines as the whispering death examined him. ((_You-fat-juicy-wingless-you-not-prey-you-not-Earth-Hoarder._))

"H-hi, sir," Fishlegs offered meekly. "Love the teeth."

Nest Killer reared back, and Fishlegs immediately took the opportunity to scamper away. ((_Not-you-not-you-not-younotyounotyou!_)) the whispering death shrieked. Once again he reared back, spiny tail whipping back and forth as he plowed into the earth below him. A huge cloud of dust erupted from the ground in his wake, blinding the teens and sending them into a coughing fit.

"I-" cough "-hate it when he does that!" Snotlout growled. "Can you at least tell my why he does that!?"

((_Earth-Hoarder-hunt-kill-HATE!_))

"Maybe to hunt?" Fishlegs offered, receiving only blank looks in response. "Maybe because it's cooler?" Still only blank looks; blank, expectant looks. "Maybe to look for water?" The ground shook again and suddenly nobody's attention was on Fishlegs, though the husky teen did not seem to notice. "Or maybe because he can't stand the _pressure _of everybody always expecting him to have the answers!" he wailed, arms flailing.

"He's losing it," Tuffnut whispered in a sing-song tone, leaning towards his sister.

"I know," she chuckled. "It's awesome."

The ground exploded again and Fishlegs ran shrieking as Nest Killer surfaced once more. Tuffnut, on the other hand, had to be held back by his sister before he could attempt to run up and pet the very hostile creature.

Hiccup stared at the angry, hostile dragon resolutely.

Then he took a step towards it.

"Do you actually have a plan?" Astrid called. "Or are you just trying to get yourself killed?"

Hiccup paused mid-stride and turned to face her. "If I can train it, it'll leave Toothless alone."

"Right," Snotlout smirked. "So you are trying to get yourself killed."

Hiccup was given no time to counter. He suddenly heard Nest Killer's roar right behind him and the moment he whirled around he was met with a spray of dirt. Instinctively, he held out his hand to the rapidly approaching dragon and turned his head away.

The others watched with the same kind of morbid fascination that came from watching a shipwreck. Hiccup's form was completely swallowed by a cloud of dust, and all that was visible of Nest Killer was his whip like tail.

Jack felt his heart clench as he stared at the spot where Hiccup should have been standing, Baby Tooth trilling from her perch on his shoulder. When the smoke cleared, however, he let out an audible sigh of relief as he saw that Hiccup had not been eaten and that Nest Killer was lying on the ground right in front of him, sightless eyes trained on the brunette and muzzle just inches away from his outstretched hand.

((_What-you?_)) Everyone stared in amazement as the whispering death neared Hiccup, nostrils flaring as he took in the viking's scent. ((_You-wingless-you-smell-strange-dragon-scent-dragon-you-what-caution-strange-EARTH-HOARDER-not-Earth-Hoarder-what-you?_))

Hesitantly Hiccup looked up, meeting the milky eyes of the whispering death. Neither of the two moved for several tense moments. Then, without warning, Nest Killer pulled back. Once again he dove into the ground, ripping a new tunnel through the earth and ignoring Hiccup as he ran after him.

"Okay..." Hiccup hummed as he came to a stop beside the new hole.

"Um, I know what you're thinking," Astrid said as she approached the brunette, drawing his attention for all of two seconds. "And the answer is no."

Hiccup jumped into the hole. His prosthetic squeaked as he landed at a crouch at the bottom.

With a scoff, Astrid asked, "Why does he always do that?"

"Oh man..." Fishlegs shuddered, nervously approaching the edge of the hole and throwing glances to the other teens. "I'm so glad I'm not down there with him right now." Suddenly he was shoved forward. "Whooooaahhh!"

Astrid shot Snotlout a disapproving look as he grinned remorselessly at her. "Oops. Whoa!"

The look Astrid gave Jack as he shoved Snotlout was only slightly less disapproving. Offering her a nonchalant shrug, he imitated the burly teen. "Whoops."

Snotlout and Fishlegs landed in a tangled heap behind Hiccup. The lanky teen shot them a bemused look as they struggled and shoved one another and pulled themselves gracelessly to his feet.

"Ah, thanks guys." Hiccup turned his back on them, eyes scanning the tunnel left behind by Nest Killer. "Kinda surprised you two were the first to volunteer."

"Yeah." Fishlegs laughed nervously. "W-we didn't want you to have to face that thing all alone, right Snotlout?"

Snotlout ignored them in favor of pounding on the dirt wall with his fists and glaring at the white-haired figure peering over the edge of the hole. "When I get outta here I'm making you eat that staff ice brain!"

((_Hunt-where-he-find-track-hunt-Earth-Hoarder-where-find-where..._))

Snotlout whirled around and Fishlegs flinched, a whimper escaping his throat as Nest Killer's hiss echoed through the tunnels. Hiccup's eyes scanned the area ahead of them; the new tunnel the whispering death had carved cut right through several already existing tunnels. Torn tree roots sprouted from the uneven walls, illuminated by the sparse sunlight filtering down from the entrance.

"This thing's been busy," Hiccup muttered, mostly to himself, as he began walking.

"Quick question: why are we down here again?" Fishlegs asked.

"Well," Snotlout answered in his cousin's place, "This idiot jumped and we fell."

Shooting Snotlout a glare, Fishlegs said, "Um, we were _pushed_, and you're the one who pushed me."

"This is where Nest Killer spends all of his time," Hiccup said, in answer to Fishlegs's original question. "There's gotta be something down here that can help us."

Snotlout eyed his surroundings skeptically. "Like a rope?"

((_Smell-strangers-wingless-here-smell-Earth-Hoarder-not-Earth-Hoarder-where-you-where?_))

The three teens jumped as Nest Killer's hiss came again, much closer than it had been a few minutes ago. Whipping around to his right, Hiccup caught a glimpse of a thorny tail disappearing around the corner.

"There it goes," he hissed, gesturing to the others. Ducking his head, Hiccup climbed into the second tunnel, prosthetic squeaking in protest as he traversed the uneven ground. "Let's follow it."

Snotlout and Fishlegs remained where they were, both staring inocuously at the walls and the ground. Hiccup turned, shooting them a raised brow. Fishlegs was the first to catch it.

"Oh, you were talking to us?"

"Fishlegs, new dragon," Hiccup argued, gesturing down the tunnel. "You love this stuff."

Fishlegs grumbled and reluctantly began to trudge behind Hiccup. "I hate that about me."

Giving up on escape, Snotlout huffed, crossed his arms, and followed the two geeks as they descended into the lair of the whispering death. "I hate that about you too."

* * *

><p>"I hope they're all right down there."<p>

Jack tossed a glance to Astrid. The blonde appeared uncharacteristically nervous, and not without reason. Turning his own gaze back to Nest Killer's tunnel, he wondered whether or not Hiccup actually had a plan in mind for if he came across the whispering death again.

"They'll be fine," he said, sounding surer than he felt. "They've got Hiccup."

"Right." Astrid rolled her eyes. "They've got a reckless idiot whose first thought when he sees a giant hole in the ground is 'let's jump down there and chase the giant spike-covered dragon that lives in it.'"

"Says the girl who _rides _a spike-covered dragon," Jack chuckled. Baby Tooth nodded, wings trilling as she hovered between the two. "Just watch; he'll come out of there riding on Nest Killer's back."

((I think he's gonna get eaten.))

"Shush."

Despite the heavy atmosphere, Astrid laughed. Even if she was unable to understand Baby Tooth's language she was able to figure most of it out simply through context. Crooking her finger, she offered her hand as a perch for the frost fairy, and smiled when Baby Tooth touched down, wings giving an occasional flick. Astrid stroked the silver feather atop her head and received a delighted coo in response.

Silence passed between them; it was not an uncomfortable one, exactly, but it was not comfortable either. Vaguely Jack was aware that the twins were roughhousing again, tumbling in the dirt while Barf-and Belch hissed, ((_**Annoyance-exasperation-you-hatchlings-you-calm-together-you-stop**_.))

"Hey Astrid?"

"Yeah?"

"Um, this might sound like a weird question, but do you, uh, do you know if I've done anything to piss Hiccup off?"

Astrid blinked. "To what?"

"Did I do anything to make him angry?" Anxiously, he twisted his staff in his hands. "He's been acting weird since last night and I thought he might have said something to you."

Sadly, Astrid shook her head. "No. I tried to ask him about it earlier, but he just said he was worried about Toothless."

She sounded unconvinced.

Nodding, Jack replied, "That makes sense..." In truth, he did not believe it any more than she did, and she knew it. Baby Tooth took to the air once more as Astrid gingerly placed her hand on his shoulder.

"Don't worry about it so much," she said, offering him a small smile. "Once we get all of this sorted out he'll go back to normal. And if he doesn't I'll have a word with him."

Jack laughed as she removed her hand from his shoulder in order to pound her fist into her open palm.

The sound of frantic footsteps below drew their attention. Abandoning their argument, the twins ran to the ledge, joining Astrid and Jack as they stared down into the tunnel. Seconds later Hiccup appeared from the shadows, followed closely by Snotlout and Fishlegs.

"Are you all right?" Jack called down. He had been addressing Hiccup, but Snotlout was the one who answered.

"We're about to get eaten!"

The twins grinned like lunatics.

"Did you see the whispering death? Was it cool?" Tuffnut asked. His sister elbowed him roughly to the side, leaning down where he had been a moment ago.

"Did you touch it?"

He elbowed her back, and slapped her for good measure. "I wanna touch it!"

"Can we talk about this later?" Fishlegs cried before they could resume their earlier brawl. "We really need to get out of this hole."

As though to emphasize this, the crumbling of earth reached their ears and when Astrid looked up she saw two massive pines collapse into the ground. The earth bulged and then sank in a winding trail as Nest Killer closed in on them.

"Yeah you do!"

Without waiting, Jack dropped himself down into the hole. He grabbed ahold of Hiccup's wrist, not missing the way the brunette tensed at his touch, and then propelled the both of them out. Fishlegs and Snotlout wasted no time either. Even before Hiccup had been set down at the top of the ledge Snotlout had dropped to one knee, cupping his hands for Fishlegs to use as a foothold and hoisted the hefty teen up. Astrid grabbed ahold of his hand and the twins each grabbed ahold of her, helping her to lift Fishlegs out of the tunnel.

((_YOU-SMELL-YOU-INTRUDER-IN-__**MY**__-NEST-OUT-OUT-GET-OUT-WINGLESS-MONSTER-SMELL-YOU-GET-OUT-OUT-__**OUT**__!_))

Snotlout spun on his feet, going pale at the sight of the whispering death's teeth emerging from a cloud of dust down at the far end of the tunnel, but growing nearer with every passing second. Taking a fearful step back, his lips began to move in a soundless prayer to Thor. Before he could finish, however, he was tugged up by the back of his bearskin vest, and the world around him became a blur of brown and gray, and then of green.

"Oomph!" Snotlout grunted as Jack dropped him gracelessly on the forest floor.

"We should run." Jack was already bounding away from the hole, as were the other teens.

"No arguments here!" Snotlout cried as he scrambled to his feet and ran after them.

A geyser of soil and pebbles and torn tree roots shot up from the hole. Everyone turned and stared as Nest Killer emerged, howling _**ANGER **_and _**PRIDE **_and _**RAGE**_ at them. Baby Tooth trembled on Jack's shoulder, half from fear but also from fury. How dare this beast threaten her Love!

Tuffnut smirked. Leaning towards Hiccup he teased, "I don't think Nest Killer likes you in his hole."

"Yeah, I got that," Hiccup spat, narrowing his eyes at the male twin.

"Can we get _out _of here?" Snotlout growled and then, after locking eyes with Nest Killer and in a much more pitiful tone, "Please?"

"No!" Hiccup insisted. "I know I can train this thing. Anybody got some dragon nip?"

All of them did. The others rushed to shove handfuls of the herb into Hiccup's open hands. Even Jack had a small wad that he kept in the bottom of his purse for Wodensfang and Toothless. Shooting them all exasperated looks, Hiccup started towards the hostile dragon, holding out the clump of herbs in his cupped hands. "Don't be afraid. I'm a friend."

Nest Killer hissed, ((_Caution-curiosity-anger-what-this-threat-trap-caution-bad-what-you-smell-wingless-invader-trap-trap-anger._))

Jack stepped forward, not wanting to interrupt before Hiccup had a chance to try, but wanting to be ready to intervene if things went south.

"You'll love this," Hiccup continued, offering the dragon nip to the whispering death. "All dragons love this."

The dragon sniffed at the herbs curiously, sightless eyes narrowing. ((_Useless-weeds!_)) Nest Killer snarled, flicking his tail at Hiccup and causing him to jump back. The herbs went flying, scattering in the air and raining down on the Berkian dragons. The riders watched, horrified, as their dragons immediately succumbed to their effects; Hookfang slumped down on the ground, purring contentedly, Barf-and-Belch began whirling in circles as they snapped individual leaves from the air, Stormfly began rubbing her cheek on the ground where the dragon nip had fallen, and Meatlug simply rolled on her side, eyes going lipid and nostrils flaring as she basked in the scent.

Snotlout blanched. "Oh, great. Now we're defenseless!"

((_Go-go-invaders-leave-me-shred-tear-kill-shredtearkill-want-Earth-Hoarder-kill-you-no-leave-kill-you!_))

"Any ideas?" Hiccup cried. "I'm throwing it wide open to the group!"

"I've got an idea," Snotlout replied. "RUN!"

The teens immediately turned and fled into the thick forest, save one.

Nest Killer hissed and lunged forward, crying out as he did, ((_Shred-tear-kill-go-run-run-ru-_))

The deafening, crackling sound of Jack's magic cut off Nest Killer's cry. His body hit the ground with a loud _thud _as he dropped from the air, tail encased in a thick block of ice.

((_TRAAAAAAP!_)) Nest Killer roared as he hissed and struggled and writhed in his prison. ((_You-dragon-look-like-wingless-trap-you-Icicle-bad-trap-trap-free-me-want-free-please-please!_))

The whispering death's cries became ever more frantic and pitiful as he realized he could not break free of the ice himself. The weight grounded him, making it impossible to go airborne. His spines tore up chunks of earth as he flailed uselessly. Finally he went limp, panting as exhaustion seemed to take hold of him.

Hiccup froze, watching from the edge of the treeline as Jack took several slow, cautious steps towards Nest Killer. His heartbeat pounded in his ears and before he knew it he was running back towards the whispering death and Jack.

"No, not yet," Jack said, struggling to keep his voice firm.

Fearlings and Nightmares he had no trouble attacking, as they were less living creatures and more physical representations of evil and fear itself. Hostile vikings he was a little more hesitant about fighting, but not when they were running towards him with their weapons raised. Nest Killer had only been trying to run them off, and only because he thought they were invading his home. Pushing that aside, Jack held his guilt at bay by remembering why they had come searching for the whispering death in the first place.

"Yesterday you attacked a friend of mine; the dragon you call Earth Hoarder." Nest Killer hissed at the mention of the name, but did not interrupt. "I want you to leave him alone. If you promise me that, I'll let you go."

((And don't come back to Berk,)) Baby Tooth added, glaring at the dragon from her perch. ((You're not welcome here anymore.))

((_You-Icicle-Earth-Hoarder-flock-you-me-understand-me-go-go-free-me-please-please..._))

Jack nodded, and then prodded the ice with the end of his staff. The ice immediately became brittle, spiderweb cracks forming deep down beneath the surface. With a final twist Nest Killer wrenched himself free, sending splintered shards of ice flying everywhere. Immediately he took to the air, hovering above the ground before Jack. For a moment all Jack felt was relief; the situation had been resolved, Nest Killer was leaving, and hopefully Hiccup would go back to normal, but then Nest Killer roared _**HATRED **_and _**DIE!**_

The spirit did not move for several tense moments, not quite processing what was happening. The whispering death seemed to move in slow motion, body arching as he raised his tail with the intent of firing his quills at the white-haired spirit who had trapped him. Frozen in shock at the unexpected betrayal - it had not occured to to him for even a moment that a dragon would understand the concept of lying, as he thought of them as more or less innocent creatures - Jack could do nothing as the spine-covered tail came down on him. Thus he was completely caught off guard when he was tackled from behind. Together Jack, Baby Tooth, and Hiccup crashed to the ground, just underneath the spray of quills that Nest Killer fired at them.

((_Die-die-trap-monster-hate-die!_)) Nest Killer roared as he whirled around, prepared to launch another attack. He never got the chance.

((_Nest-Killer-evil-bad-DIE!_))

A black blur rocketed from the tree line. Jack scrambled up, pulling Hiccup after him as he put some distance between them and the two wrestling dragons.

"Toothless!" Hiccup called, but his partner ignored him. The nightfury's claws dug into Nest Killer's hide as the whispering death took to the air, flailing in a desperate attempt to shake him off. Toothless's more powerful wings beat against the air and with a forceful kick he sent his opponent flying. Nest Killer skidded across the ground until he struck a tree, stunned but not down.

((_Earth-Hoarder-you-here-threat-bad-bad-danger-me-kill-shred-tear-you-your-flock-your-wingless-your-Icicle-you!_))

((_You-die-die-I-fight-claw-kill-tear-you-hate-hate-fight-hunt-you-kill-you-die!_)) Toothless snarled, clawing at the ground and baring his teeth. Behind him the rest of the Berkian dragons reared themselves, coming out of their dragon nip-induced daze. In unison they snarled, ((_Us-flock-fight-protect-protect-love-fight-you-fight-together-us-fight-win!_))

Nest Killer shrank back, an agitated hiss sounding in his throat as the dragons' cries assaulted him. He whipped around and plowed headfirst into the earth.

Jack cried out as Hiccup bolted to Toothless's side. He placed his hands on the nightfury's saddle, prepared to mount him, but Toothless jolted at the unexpected touch and rounded on him, teeth bared in a warning snarl.

"Hey bud, it's me!" Hiccup cried, holding up his hands defensively. Toothless's snarl immediately died, a whine taking its place. "Look, I know what's going on with you and Nest Killer." Toothless's slitted pupils dilated. Emboldened, Hiccup reached for Toothless once more. "Let me help you..."

Toothless drew back, flaring his wings as he bounded out of his partner's reach.

"Toothless, come back!" Hiccup cried, immediately giving chase. "Toothless!"

Suddenly Toothless stopped, whirling to face his rider. A hiss rose from his throat and without warning he shot a plasma bolt at the earth between himself and Hiccup. Hiccup froze, bewildered and hurt as he stared first at the smoking crater separating himself from his best friend, and then at the proud dragon standing across from him.

((_Sorry-sorry-Love-sorry-my-prey-my-hunt-not-yours-sorry_,)) Toothless crooned. A moment later he had turned his back again and run off, leaving Hiccup far behind him.

"Hiccup..." Jack started to reach for the brunette, only to flinch and pull his hand away as he realized that the smaller boy would probably reject his touch anyway.

Tuffnut appeared behind them.

"Awkward."

Both Jack and Hiccup turned to shoot the male twin a dirty look.

* * *

><p>The Riders and Jack had taken to the air again in search of Toothless and Nest Killer. As they flew, Jack explained to them what he had heard of the dragons' conversations. Coupled with what Hiccup, Fishlegs and Snotlout had seen in the whispering death's tunnel, each of the teens drew the same conclusion.<p>

"So Toothless has an archenemy," Snotlout mused, shooting Hiccup a look. "Just like you and me."

"Snotlout, you're not my archenemy," the exasperated teen called back. As before, he was riding with Astrid atop Stormfly.

"Well you're mine." Snotlout sent Hiccup what was meant to be a threatening look; the others just thought he looked buffoonish.

Ignoring him, Astrid turned to Hiccup. "So, what are you going to do now? If Toothless won't let you help him then..."

"I have to do _something_. It's not a fair fight. If Toothless is gonna win he has to fly, and he can't fly without me."

"But he doesn't want anyone's help," Jack shouted. "Whatever happened between those two, it's personal for Toothless."

"Right." Snotlout was surprisingly quick to agree. "This is between him and the other guy."

"But whether he wants it or not, he needs my help." Turning his eyes back to the land below, he continued, "We need to find him, and soon."

* * *

><p>The wind whistled over Toothless's scales as he raced along the forest floor. His wounded leg ached, the bandage had come undone and flown off long ago, but he paid it no mind. Only one thing concerned him at the moment.<p>

He came to a stop at a depression in the earth, the center of which was another of the whispering death's tunnels. Lowering his head, he breathed deeply of the stagnant air underground. He could smell Nest Killer, along with faint echoes of his _**hatred-fury-pain-rage-fear**_.

((_Follow-anger-hunt-rage-hunt-find-anger-claw-kill-tear,_)) he roared into the depths. He would not descend, though. That was his prey's territory, and he did not want to fight Nest Killer where the whispering death would be most in his element. Instead he bounded over the hole, following the distorted earth the whispering death had left in his wake.

The smell of salt and fish and sea grew stronger as he followed Nest Killer's trail. Ahead Toothless could see a break in the tree line where the forest ended, as did the land. If Nest Killer continued this way he would tunnel right out of the cliff face.

"There he is!" a familiar, but unwelcome voice called from the sky. Toothless did not have to turn to see what had happened. Though the wind blew his scent in the wrong direction, Toothless knew that Hiccup-_beloved _had found him again. He was aware when Hiccup and the rest of their flock set down behind him, the others remaining seated on their dragons while Hiccup alone dismounted, but resolutely he kept his senses to the hunt ahead. This was not a fight for his _beloved_.

Yet when Hiccup approached him, smelling of _Love-worry-concern-hurt-sad-Love_ Toothless could not stop himself from turning around, growl dying in his throat. Hiccup approached him cautiously, clawless paw outstretched.

((_Guilt-sorry-Love-sorry-sorry_,)) Toothless crooned as he pressed his head against his _beloved_'s outstretched paw.

Instantly _relief-happy-safe-Love-relief-Love_ washed over Hiccup. He smiled, placing both hands on the underside of Toothless's jaw and pulled him into a warm embrace as he breathed, "Hey bud. You had me so worried there for a while. You haven't been yourself lately." Hiccup pulled away and looked Toothless in the eye. "Good to see you're still you."

Jack smiled at the exchange. For the first time all day Hiccup looked genuinely happy. Baby Tooth hummed _relief-happy-warm-good_ along with her larger-half.

The moment was ruined by a sudden, fierce tremor.

Nest Killer emerged from his tunnels yet again, hissing, ((_Found-you-hunt-you-kill-you!_))

Toothless's pupils narrowed into serpentine slits as he bared his fangs at the whispering death. ((_Hatred-anger-kill-hate!_)) he snarled, muscles bunching under his scales as he prepared to launch himself at the other.

Hiccup tensed, drawing himself closer to his partner. "You could just walk away from this, bud."

Nest Killer screamed ((_**HATRED-KILL-TEAR-SHRED-RIP-DIE-DIE-DIE!**_)) at them and Toothless knew he could not; if he turned his back on his prey, Nest Killer would continue to pursue him until one of them had finished the other. Even if that were not the case, he had no desire to show mercy. Nest Killer was evil. He was destructive and remorseless and he cared nothing for innocent hatchlings.

((_Stay-back-back-you-not-yours-my-prey-my-hunt-MINE!_)) Toothless snarled. He flared his wings and hissed at Nest Killer, ((_Hatred-fury-disgust-hate-hate-claw-tear-kill-you-you-prey-die-die-DIE!_))

"Let's just go home!" Hiccup insisted, attempting once more to climb into Toothless's saddle, only to be shaken off.

Toothless leaped forward, able only to glide short distances. The rest of the teens ran to Hiccup's side as the nightfury took off once more.

"Oh, you were so close!" Fishlegs cried, fully aware he was stating the obvious. "I thought you had him."

Toothless screamed and launched a plasma blast at Nest Killer. The whispering death weaved fluidly around the attack, and when Toothless leaped off of the ground, attempting to take the fight airborne but wavering and losing his mobility within moments, Nest Killer lashed his thorny tail down, catching Toothless's side and sending him sprawling back to the island below.

He recovered quickly, rolling back onto his paws and screeching at his opponent. Once again Toothless tried to go airborne, but as he swerved his tail he felt his balance disappear and he plummeted back towards the ground. Taking advantage, Nest Killer released a geyser of red-orange flame at his grounded opponent. The heat did not bother Toothless so much, his fireproof scales protecting him from the worst of it, but the force of the blast knocked Toothless on his back. Nest Killer called out ((_Mockery-power-pride-hah! Earth-Hoarder-weak-grounded-flightless-weak-prey!_))

Finally Toothless managed to flip himself upright and screamed, ((_Strong-fast-fierece-strong-me-no-prey-no-weak-hunt-hate-kill-claw-tear-you!_))

Hiccup and the others watched all of this, horrified. Jack's staff glimmered and crackled with magic hust barely held in check, but he did not fire for fear of hitting Toothless. The hum and buzz of Baby Tooth's wings was a constant in his ear as she felt _fury-fear-worry-anger-helplessness-protectiveness _all at once.

"He need our help." Hiccup wasted no time in clasping Astrid's hand and pulling himself into Stormfly's saddle. They and the other dragon riders started forward, hissing and squawking and growling in unison. Before they could interfere, however, Toothless rounded on them.

((_Back-back-you-thieves-you-my-prey-fight-hunt-MINE-you-no-steal-you!_))

Instantly the Berkian dragons backed off, much to the bewilderment and frustration of their riders.

"Come on girl," Astrid urged as Stormfly pulled back from the two combatants and began pawing at the ground.

"Hookfang won't budge!"

"I think ours is broken!"

Only Fishlegs was able to figure out on his own what was happening. "They know this isn't their fight, guys!" he called as Meatlug backed away.

Nest Killer lunged for Toothless. The nightfury nimbly ducked to the side, but was caught off guard by the spiralling jet of flame his opponend launched at him a moment later. The blast knocked Toothless out of the tree line. He skidded to a stop a few feet from the edge of the island. He snarled _hatred _and _fury _at Nest Killer as he once again plowed into the earth. The resulting tremor seemed to shake the whole island and to no small amount of horror Hiccup realized what the whispering death was planning.

Rock and dirt collapsed between Toothless and the rest of the island. Nest Killer bellowed _**TRIUMPH **_and _**HATE **_as he carved a deep crevice into the earth. With a wide canyon ahead of him and the ocean at his back Toothless was left completely isolated, and could only barely dodge when Nest Killer resurfaced and blasted a ring of flame at him. His back claws scrabbled over the edge of the pillar of rock. Pebbles and bits of earth plummeted down into the sea below.

"Toothless!" Hiccup cried, running as far forward as the crumbling earth would allow him to go. Toothless barely dodged another attack, and for a moment he looked up, locking eyes with Hiccup. "Buddy..."

Another jet of flame blocked Toothless from view. ((_Hah-I-win-I-win-you-trapped-pitiful-prey-weak-weak-helpless-Earth-Hoarder-you!_)) Nest Killer taunted as he circled the air overhead.

"He's going to knock him into the canyon!" Hiccup cried.

Jack stared, horrified. Tightening his grip on his staff, he started forward. Maybe if he got between them he could-

"Stop!" Suddenly a calloused hand grabbed his, jerking him back. Whirling, he found Hiccup staring at him, his eyes resolute and his grip near-bruising. "You'll get yourself killed."

"I'm immortal," Jack countered, tugging his hand away, but he did not follow through with his plan.

Training his eyes on Toothless, Hiccup took a step towards the ledge.

Toothless's head fins perked. He turned to his rider as he felt his _determination-fear-Love-resolve_. Keeping his eyes locked on his rider, he watched as Hiccup took another step towards the ledge, and then another.

Holding his arms out, Hiccup fell forward, throwing himself into the chasm below.

"Hiccup!" someone, he was not sure who, cried.

((_Love!_))

Toothless hardly noticed when Nest Killer launched another spiral of flame at him; he threw himself from the pillar, wings beating furiously as he propelled himself towards his partner. Loose earth and soil left behind by Nest Killer whirled around them with every stroke.

Fear gripped Jack's heart in a painful hold as he stared down at the bottom of the cliff, where Hiccup and Toothless had disappeared in a cloud of dust. When a black blur raced from the cloud, crying out ((_Brave-brave-fierce-us-together-us_)) relief washed over him and a silly grin split his face.

"Yes!" Astrid cheered, pumping her fist into the air at the sight of Hiccup and Toothless flying _together_ from the crevice below.

Hiccup grinned, placing his palm on Toothless's head. "You save me, I save you." His prosthetic shifted in the stirrup and together the nightfury-pair turned on Nest Killer. "That's the way it is."

The air around them screamed as they raced towards Nest Killer. The whispering death roared, ((_Hate-hate-kill-rip-tear-shred-you-BOTH-you!_)) and fired a ring of flame at them. They weaved around the attack, barely feeling the heat, and when several whistling quills flew through the air towards them Hiccup shifted Toothless's tail fin and they danced out of the way of those as well.

Hiccup and Toothless shot straight up into the sky. Opening his wings, Toothless halted their ascent and whirled around, firing a plasma bolt at Nest Killer. Nest Killer roared _**HATRED **_and _**FEAR **_and _**INDIGENCE **_as he dodged the attack. For the first time in a week, the clouds overhead parted, allowing pale sunlight to warm Toothless's scales and the back of Hiccup's neck.

A pained screech erupted from Nest Killer's throat. Toothless and Hiccup shot towards him, but already he was retreating underground, leaving nothing but a cloud of dust in his wake. Eying the area for some sign of the whispering death, Hiccup wondered what had caused him to suddenly retreat like that. Then it hit him.

"The sunlight Hiccup!" Fishlegs cried as he and Toothless hovered overhead. "That's his weakness!"

Hiccup smiled and turned to Toothless. "Okay, bud. Let's keep him above ground."

Toothless huffed in agreement. Nest Killer may have ruled the underground, but together he and Hiccup-_beloved_ ruled the sky. If Nest Killer wanted to threaten them, he would have to do it where they had the advantage.

The night-fury pair rocketed through the forest. A hiss rose in the back of Toothless's throat and using all but the very last of his shots he fired off several plasma blasts into the gaping holes left behind by the whispering death. Pillars of violet-white light shot up from the tunnels as they collapsed, sinking mounds of earth and pine trees as they did.

((_Come-out-come-out-coward-Nest-Killer-prey-fight-us-we-together-Hiccup-Toothless-fastest-strongest-best-hunt-hunt-fight-defeat-you!_))

"This. Is. Amazing." Ruffnut breathed as she watched the forest light up. Her brother patted Belch on the back of his neck.

"We've got to find you an arch-nemesis."

Finally Nest Killer emerged from his lair, dazed by both the intense light and the sound of the blasts. ((_Hate-hate-kill-you-kill-Earth-Hoarder-wingless-grind-tear-shred-your-bones!_))

He opened his maw to release another jet of flame, but Toothless was too fast. Rocketing forward, he plowed into Nest Killer, slamming him into the ground where he kept him pinned. A low hiss rose in Toothless's throat as he prepared to fire off his last shot.

"Toothless, no!" Hiccup cried, feeling _Love-fear-worry-tired_.

Toothless swallowed the shot, locking eyes with his rider and then with Nest Killer.

((_I-find-you-find-you-both-hunt-hunt-track-shred-tear-kill-you!_)) Nest Killer hissed. Toothless bared his fangs. This dragon was evil. Icicle had already shown him mercy and Nest Killer had betrayed him. He deserved death.

((_DDDOOOOONNN'TTT-CCOOOOOOOOOMMMEE-BBBAAAAAAAAAAACCKKKKK!_))

Then he pulled back, settling on the ground next to his defeated opponent. Immediately Nest Killler was up, tail whipping frantically behind him as he fled back under ground. Feeling the vibrations in his paws, Toothless knew that Nest Killer had left for good this time. He did not deserve mercy, but Hiccup-_beloved_ was kind-hearted and did not like to kill.

The sound of beating wings reached his fins. Turning away from the sunken trail left behind by his opponent, Toothless found that his _cousins_ had reuinited with their riders, and were now settling on the torn earth around him and Hiccup.

"Oh man!" Snotlout cried as he and Hookfang set down. "Toothless could have finished him off!"

"Well, I guess all dragon grudges aren't to the death," Hiccup replied with a relieved sigh.

Fishlegs smiled. "I guess I'll have to change that in the book." And with that, he took off, Meatlug's wings vanishing into a blur. The other riders followed suit, taking to the air beside him. Only Hiccup and Toothless hung back... and Jack.

"Hey."

Hiccup flinched at the sound of Jack's voice. For a moment he avoided the other's eyes, but then he realized that would be suspicious so he forced himself to look at Jack. There was nothing in the ice elf's expression to indicate he had noticed anything weird; for a moment Hiccup had been fearful that he had somehow given himself away when he grabbed Jack's hand. He had not been thinking at the time, his body had simply been moving on its own.

The expression on Jack's face was not hateful or disgusted or frightened, however. He looked... concerned, and suddenly a second pool of guilt settled right beside the first in the pit of Hiccup's stomach.

"Are... are you going to be all right?"

"Y-yeah of course!" Hiccup replied. Scratching the back of Toothless's neck, he continued, "Nest Killer's gone for good this time, I'm sure of it."

"Okay..." Jack looked... hurt. Disappointed. Hiccup knew the feeling. "You know you can trust me, right? If anything's bothering you..."

"I know," Hiccup replied. '_You're the one who can't trust me._'

"Okay."

Silence settled between them, and Hiccup thought that was it. Suddenly Jack moved forward, catching Hiccup by surprise and drawing the him into a hug. "Thanks for saving me," he whispered before abruptly letting go. Not giving the brunette a chance to respond, Jack took off, rapidly closing the distance between himself and the rest of the riders. Frozen in shock, Hiccup stared after him with a blush forming on his cheeks. He was bewildered and frightened but also strangely happy.

Toothless shook, rattling Hiccup in the saddle and _goff goff goff_ing when Hiccup glared at him. "All right, all right, I'm going."

* * *

><p>It was another sleepless night for Hiccup. Toothless snored quietly nearby on his slate, chest rising and falling with every slow, even breath. His injured leg had received a new dressing the moment they returned to the village, and the next day they would be plugging up the holes left by the whispering death. Hiccup's mind was elsewhere. Staring up at the ceiling, Hiccup continued lacing and unlacing his fingers together, remembering the feel of Jack's cool skin against his own. He wished he could want it without feeling disgusting.<p>

Maybe he could still be close to Jack, though. As long as he never acted on his desires, perhaps he could continue to have a normal friendship with the white-haired teen; he would continue to stay near him, he would continue to protect him, and he would never, _ever _allow himself to hurt Jack. In the privacy of his own mind, he promised himself this.

* * *

><p>(AN: Normally this would have fallen under the category of chapters that I wouldn't rewrite; it follows the original episode very closely. But there were a few things that made this chapter worth writing: number one, the dragons' translated speech and point of view; number 2, Hiccup's conflicting emotions and desire to protect Jack both from outside threats and from himself; and number thee, Jack trolling Snotlout. I just watched the episode and knew I had to write Jack shoving Snotlout in a hole. Hopefully you guys didn't get too terribly bored with this one. Chapter ten is on the way. I have it mostly typed up, but I'm honestly unsure how long it will take me to get it posted. Hopefully it won't be much longer than a week.)
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**Chapter 10: Scaly Cupids and Play Dates**

"Toothless, battle ready."

As Hiccup clenched his hand into a fist and pulled in towards his chest, his nightfury companion immediately jumped from his sitting position. Toothless flared his wings, pupils narrowing into slits and a ferocious snarl slipping past his bared teeth.

The current training exercise being performed by the Riders of Berk had been inspired by an impromptu rescue of the twins performed by Fishlegs and Meatlug. Hiccup had been impressed when Fishlegs had revealed his hand-signals. So impressed, in fact, that he had immediately directed the others back to the academy where he insisted they each begin working on them.

Hiccup smiled, then pointed his finger down at the ground. "Toothless, plasma blast." The moment the command had been said, Hiccup threw his wooden shield - the one currently hanging off of his arm for the sole purpose of this training exercise - into the air and Toothless obeyed, launching a ball of white-hot flame. The shield burst apart in a shower of embers and scorched wood which rained down on the ground of the Dragon Training Academy.

"Good job, bud." Hiccup grinned, then traced his lips with his forefinger. "Smile."

Toothless tilted his head to the side curiously, then his lips twitched and parted in a toothless smile.

"Nice job guys." Jack grinned as he approached the pair, Baby Tooth on one shoulder and Wodensfang on the other. He placed a hand atop Toothless's broad head and gave him a pat. "Especially you, Toothless."

Hiccup nodded, heart rate accelerating and palms going sweaty. Even though it had been a few weeks since he had promised himself that he would not act on his new feelings for Jack, he still had a hard time acting normal around the sprite. He swallowed thickly, forcing himself to look at Toothless and not Jack as he replied, "Thanks."

Nearby, Astrid had become momentarily distracted from her own training. She watched Hiccup and Jack curiously. After the incident with the whispering death Hiccup had seemed to go back to normal, yet Astrid often got the impression that he was putting up walls again, just as he had before defeating the Red Death; he often retreated alone, save for Toothless, to his hut or the woods, he seemed to check his speech a lot, cutting himself off mid-sentence as though fearful of his own voice, and he had jerked away from Jack's friendly touches enough times that the white-haired teen rarely even tried anymore.

The fact that most of his sudden insecurities seemed to revolve around Jack was not lost on Astrid, yet she had heard nothing of a fight between them and Jack seemed just as confused as she was. The whole thing irritated her to no end. Whatever Hiccup was going through, it was clearly hurting him and he was hurting Jack in turn. _Both _of them were her friends; she _wanted_ to help, but diplomacy and tact were not her forte and all of her attempts to pry the answer from Hiccup directly had yielded no answers.

Stormfly squawked, drawing her attention. "Whoops. Sorry girl." Turning her focus back to the task at hand, Astrid held both of her hands palms-out and thrust them away from her chest. "Stormfly, spine shot."

Reacting to the verbal and visual cue, Stormfly flicked her tail forward, sending a spray of quills into the floor of the training ring. One stray quill sliced through the side of Astrid's boot, pinning her to the spot by the leather. The viking girl smiled as she bent and pulled the quill free.

"Well, that's - grunt - better than last time."

Snotlout's laughter rang obnoxiously in the air. Shooting him a glare, Astrid saw him gesture with both fists towards a wooden training target. "Hookfang, annihilate!"

Maybe she imagined it, but Astrid could have sworn Hookfang smirked.

Rather than blasting the target, Hookfang fired a jet of flame at the ground beneath his partner's feet. Reacting on instinct, Snotlout leaped out of the way and plowed right into the target.

"Bull's-eye," Tuffnut teased while his sister crossed his arms and smirked.

"Meatlug, hug!" Fishlegs cried, wrapping his arms around himself. Intantly the gronkle's wings disappeared into a blur and her tongue lolled out of her mouth as she flew at her rider, slamming into him and sending them both sprawling to the ground. Fishlegs laughed as she started covering his face with big, sloppy kisses.

"Remind me never to ask Meatlug for a hug," Jack joked as he watched the pair. Hiccup shrugged.

"Actually, that _could _be useful." Turning to the twins and their zippleback, he shouted, "Ruff, Tuff, your turn."

In unison, the twins turned to Barf-and-Belch. Already Hiccup knew this was going to end badly, if not because of the fact that Ruff and Tuff were, well, Ruff and Tuff, then because the pair had instantly pointed in two different directions.

"Barf/Belch," the two of them spoke in unison. "Come/go!"

Each head attempted to obey their corresponding rider, pulling in two different directions. Barf-and-Belch's necks stretched while he struggled to figure out how to direct his feet, only to slump to the ground when his heads snapped back and collided with one another.

The twins growled at one another while Barf-and-Belch recovered.

"Belch/Barf," they cried, evidently not learning their lesson from the first time. Tuffnut pointed at his feet while Ruffnut pointed into the air. "Ground/sky!"

Only one head stretched skyward and only one wing flapped. Barf-and-Belch leaped a few feet off of the ground, but half of his body did not respond. Instantly he went into a spiral before collapsing in a heap on the stone.

Tuffnut grinned. "Ha ha, I win!"

His sister rounded on him furiously. "What do you think you're doing to my dragon!?"

"_Your_ dragon?" Tuffnut snapped. "Puh-lease. You've been breathing in Barf's gas again."

"Yeah, so?" Ruffnut growled, getting in her brother's face.

"Guys, guys!" Hiccup cried, drawing their attention. "Barf-and-Belch is one dragon. You have to use one signal at a time."

"Good idea," Ruffnut said with a smirk as her brother began to stalk off. Spreading her fingers outwards, she gestured towards his back. "Barf, attack Tuffnut."

Instantly the head she rode arched towards Tuffnut. Barf headbutted his other head's rider fiercely, sending Tuffnut flying into Snotlout who had yet to recover from his own training accident.

"How was that?" Ruffnut laughed.

Stepping forward, Fishlegs started, "Um, I don't think it's what Hiccup-"

"Belch, eat Ruffnut," Tuffnut interrupted, pinching his fingers together in imitation of a mouth closing.

Instantly the head he rode leaned down and snapped up Ruffnut's head between his jaws, holding her aloft by her shoulders

"Uh, _ow_!"

Jack and Baby Tooth winced at the sight.

"Tuff, come on," Hiccup scolded, earning an eye roll from the male twin.

"Whatever," Tuffnut groaned. He opened his fingers. "Belch, drop Ruffnut."

Barf-and-Belch obeyed, dropping his female rider to the ground. Ruffnut landed on her feet and immediately shuddered, wiping the zippleback's drool from the front of her tunic and face.

"Ugh. I can't work like this," she hissed.

Pulling himself to his feet, Tuffnut growled, "Ugh. It's completely unprofessional."

Glaring daggers into her brother's skull, Ruffnut snapped, "I'm taking my dragon and going home."

Tuffnut rounded on her, shooting her a glare of his own. "You touch that dragon, and I'll-"

"You'll what?"

"I..." he hesitated, looking lost. "I don't know. Don't rush me. Just... uh... uh... Tell you tomorrow!"

Ruffnut rolled her eyes and then turned her back on her brother. Running to Barf-and-Belch, she took hold of Barf's jaw and began pulling. Following her example, Tuffnut grabbed ahold of Belch and started pulling him in a different direction by his lower lip.

((_**Sad-sad-confused-what?-Love-you-both-you-why-why-why?**_))

"Guys come on, leave the dragon out of this," Hiccup started. He took a step towards the twins, unheeding of the mischievous look Jack had on his face. "It's over."

"Oh, it's over," Ruffnut agreed.

"Yeah, it's so over, it's und-"

Tuffnut was cut off mid-sentence as a blue snowball exploded across his face. Belch blinked curiously as Tuffnut let go of the dragon in favor of wiping snow from his eyes and blinking away the blue sparks that were dancing across his vision. His sister burst out laughing, clutching her stomach as she pointed at her brother. A second snowball plowed into her face and took her off of her feet.

The other teens stared in shock while Astrid shot Jack a look and said, "Was that really necessary?"

Jack smirked, offering her a wink. "Wait for it."

Ruffnut sat upright, shaking her head to clear her vision. For a moment she thought she could see blue lights. When she looked up she saw her brother staring at her with a stupefied expression, clumps of snow and droplets of water still clinging to her hair and brows. It was exactly how she imagined she looked at that moment. Suddenly her lips quirked upward in a slight smile. She tried to fight it, tried to remember that she was supposed to be angry at Tuffnut, but as she clapped her hand over her mouth to stop the giggles threatening to burst forth she realized she was not so angry anymore.

"You look like such an idiot!" she howled as she burst out laughing, Tuffnut following her example.

"You're one to talk!" he cried through peals of laughter.

"Whaaaat the heck is going on?" Fishlegs asked, eyes flicking back and forth between Jack and the twins.

"Magic snowballs," Jack replied. "Kinda hard to stay mad when you're too busy having fun."

"It's weird," Snotlout commented, earning a sharp glare from Baby Tooth.

((So's your name,)) she tweeted.

"Well, now that that crisis has been averted," Hiccup said, clapping his hands together and turning to the rest of the teens, "We should probably get back to training."

"Does that mean it's my turn?" Jack grinned, exchanging a glance with Wodensfang. He snatched his hand forward, as though he were plucking a feather from the air. "Fetch."

Immediately Wodensfang launched himself from Jack's shoulder. Snotlout cried out and the twins' howling laughter escalated as the blue terror's claws closed around the horns of his helmet and in one clean stroke he swiped the headpiece, chittering happily as he took to the air overhead.

"Hey, give that back!" Snotlout snarled as he chased after Wodensfang. He leaped into the air, making a grab for the tiny dragon and coming up short.

With a mischievous grin, Jack traced a figure eight in the air. "Wodensfang, dodge."

Wodensfang swooped down low, just within Snotlout's reach. Again the burly teen made a grab for him, but Wodensfang nimbly spun and weaved around his grabbing hands. The twins were in tears as Snotlout spun in circles, trying and failing to snatch his helmet back from the playful dragon.

"You suck so much!"

"All right, all right, that's enough," Astrid scolded, elbowing Jack. She did not try to hide the amused smile on her face. "Give it back."

"Fine." Jack held up one hand in a fist, and then uncurled his fingers. "Wodensfang, drop it."

Wodensfang halted in the air directly over Snotlout. His little claws unlatched and the helmet fell from his grip and struck Snotlout square in the head.

"Ow!"

* * *

><p>Training more or less devolved into play time after that, to both Hiccup's exasperation and relief. The twins, once they had mastered the art of taking turns, took malevolent delight in using hand signals to instruct Barf-and-Belch to mess with Snotlout without alerting him. Feeling left out, Hookfang had joined the twin-headed dragon in tormenting his rider. Hiccup tried to get the dragons and their riders back under control, but to no avail; when Toothless had flashed him his signature puppy-dog eyes and wagged his tail Hiccup knew he had lost the battle.<p>

"This is your fault," he deadpanned as he exited the arena on Toothless's back, not looking at Jack as he bounced on balls of his feet beside the pair.

"I know. Race you round the island!"

Hiccup was given no opportunity to refuse - not that he had planned to - before Jack launched himself into the sky and, with a whooping laugh, allowed the Wind to carry him away. Hiccup and Toothless wasted no time in taking off after him.

Flying was good. Flying was safe and fun. It was also about the only thing that was still normal between them; Hiccup never had to come near Jack or touch him, yet they were still undeniably connected in this. Up above the clouds, feeling Toothless's muscles shift beneath him as they spun in a series of acrobatic maneuvers together with the Winter spirit, Hiccup could pretend that nothing at all had changed between them.

* * *

><p>By the time dusk had fallen it seemed as though everything had gone back to normal. The twins continued to elbow and jostle one another playfully, reminding Jack a bit of Caleb and Claude. The Riders agreed to meet in the Great Hall later on for dinner and to discuss training. While the others made their way to the top of the winding trail - their dragons and Wodensfang scattering to lounge on the perches or to fish for themselves - Hiccup, with Jack and Toothless ever at his side, returned to his hut to stow away the Book of Dragons before meeting up with the others.<p>

"You can just wait out here a minute," Hiccup said with a shrug. He hoped it was not obvious that he was trying to avoid being alone in his room with the sprite. "I won't be long."

Jack nodded. "You better not; it's freezing out here!"

It was a joke. Hiccup shook his head and chuckled as he slipped indoors, leaving Toothless outside with Jack. Baby Tooth shifted in his purse, poking her head out but not emerging completely.

((_Happy-love-good-Small-Tooth-see-you-now-good-good_,)) Toothless purred as he sniffed at the purse.

((Shh! Toothless, stop! Someone's gonna see!)) Baby Tooth scolded as she swatted at his nose with her tiny hands, though in actuality she did not mind so much. Her swatting turned into a light pat without any need for intervention.

"There's hardly anyone out here anyway," Jack said as he sat down on the steps outside of Hiccup's hut. "It's probably safe enough."

Somewhat reluctantly, Baby Tooth climbed from the purse, settling on Jack's thigh. She still did not dare take flight, lest the sound of her wings draw unwanted attention.

((_Good-yes-you-out-out-free-safe_,)) Toothless crooned once she was settled. He pressed his nose to her body, nearly knocking her over.

((Well not for long if you keep that up!)) she snapped, though Jack felt no _irritation _from her.

"Oh come on, you know you love 'im," Jack teased as he placed a hand atop the nightfury's broad had and offered him a light scratch. Halfheartedly, Baby Tooth gave her larger-half a smack.

The mood was a good one. Flying with Hiccup and Toothless had put the two immortals in high spirits. Though Jack still had no clue what had come over Hiccup of late, whatever it was seemed to simply evaporate once the four of them were in the sky. Suddenly a thought occurred to him.

"Hey, Toothless, do you know what's going on with Hic?" he asked, drawing a terse look from the dragon. "I mean, he's been getting better lately, but, I dunno, it seems like something's been bothering him."

Toothless's head-fins lay flat as he stared at the spirit. He knew, to a degree, what had was bothering his other half. His own language used scents and posture as much as it used sound and he could smell Hiccup's sexual arousal, as well as his _shame-guilt-self-loathing_. It was strange to him, as it rarely, if ever, happened among dragons that one was attracted to their own gender. Even stranger, though, was Hiccup's reaction. As far as Toothless was concerned, strange or not, Hiccup should have been trying to court Icicle, but it seemed to him that his partner was caught in some weird dance between keeping Icicle close and pushing him away.

((_Hiccup-beloved-sad-sad-scared-confused-sorry-don't-know-sorry-sorry,_)) Toothless whined, tilting his head to the side. Even though he did not agree with Hiccup's course of action, he would not undermine it.

Smiling weakly, Jack gave Toothless a light scratch underneath his jaw. "It's okay."

The clatter of wood as Hiccup's front door swung open had Baby Tooth retreating back into Jack's purse, though it was only Hiccup himself stepping outside, Book of Dragons no longer tucked under his arm. The brunette groaned as he descended down the steps.

"So, guess what we get to do tomorrow?"

Jack clucked his tongue as he stood. "I'm guessing something along the lines of 'training' and 'dragons.'" Hiccup shook his head.

"Close." The two started towards the Great Hall, Hiccup carefully but not so discretely ensuring that Toothless remained between them the entire time. "We're going to be _hiding _all of the dragons."

Jack and Toothless both stared at Hiccup for an awkward moment, exchanged glances, and then turned back to Hiccup. "Toothless gets the distinct impression you're embarrassed of him."

Toothless gave a mock whine as though to affirm Jack's statement.

"Hey, I don't want to either," Hiccup replied, throwing up his hands defensively. "It's my dad's idea. Tomorrow's the annual signing of the peace treaty with the Berserker Tribe and my dad thinks that Chief Osvald will see the dragons as a threat."

Jack perked a slender brow. "Osvald?"

"The Agreeable," Hiccup deadpanned, not noticing as Toothless's pace slowed the tiniest bit.

"...The chief of the _Berserker _Tribe is called Osvald the _Agreeable_?"

"Yep."

"...Is that name supposed to be ironic or...?"

"Yeah, Gobber says they should change their name. You know they haven't been to war in fifty years?"

"I actually didn't know that, but thanks for telling me." They were climbing the steps of the Great Hall now, Toothless padding quietly behind them. "We're not going to keep the dragons hidden the whole time, right? I mean, Stoick'll break the news gently and then..."

"I'm hoping that's what he's planning. Dad told me he'd already written to some of our other allied tribes and told them, but I guess the Berserkers didn't get the memo."

"In all fairness, how exactly do you tell someone something like that? 'Dear Berserker Tribe: We have pet flying, fire-breathing reptiles.' No offense, Toothless. 'Please don't kill us, signed Hooligan Tribe.'"

"Well, it's a start," Hiccup replied with a shrug. "You forgot: 'P.S. We've also trained the unholy offspring of lightning and death itself. His name is Toothless because he's toothless. Don't worry, he's house-trained.'"

Jack burst out laughing and Hiccup felt his heart swell. Gods, he had missed this. Up close, illuminated by the bright light of the nearly full moon, Jack looked so happy and beautiful...

Wait...

Hiccup did a double take, realizing only now that he and Jack were standing right next to one another. Throwing a nervous glance over his shoulder, he found Toothless standing a few feet behind them, a cheeky expression on his face.

'_Thank you, you useless reptile_...' Hiccup bit his cheek and tried to force his ripening blush down.

"Hey, how do you think your dad's planning to explain the dragon perches?" Jack asked as he pushed open the doors to the Great Hall. The three of them slipped inside, Hiccup thankful for the dim lighting. Hopefully the color of his cheeks would be less noticeable.

"Uh... giant clothes lines?"

The rest of the teens were already seated at a table at the far end of the hall, far away from the adults who were absorbed in their own conversations. Hjordis, Fridenot, and Wulfric were present as well, all clustered around Astrid who was speaking animatedly, moving her arms in motions that Hiccup recognized from their swordsmanship training.

"And once you've got the tip of your blade close to their hilt you want to push down-"

"Hey Jack!" Fridenot interrupted, much to Astrid's irritation, though he seemed to not notice. "Hi Hiccup."

"Hey, kiddos," Jack replied first. "Astrid, are you raising an evil army of midget warriors?"

"Hjordis let it slip that I was giving her sword-fighting lessons," Astrid replied with a shrug as Jack took a seat across from her. Underneath the table Baby Tooth crawled out of his purse, and into the waiting palm of his hand. Discretely he raised her to the table, allowing the fairy to sit with them without being noticed by any of the adults in the building. "And, well, long story short, I'm now teaching a class of my own."

Hiccup was thankful to find that the only empty space was at the opposite end of the bench from Jack. He started for it, only to have Toothless cut him off.

"Toothless, wha-?"

Rather than answering, Toothless turned towards the table. On one side Astrid sat, along with the three children and Fishlegs. On the other sat Jack, Snotlout, and the twins (who were once again arguing over something or other). Before anyone could say anything, Toothless caught the back of Snotlout's bearskin vest between his teeth and yanked the burly teen from his seat.

"Whoa, hey!" Snotlout cried as he landed in a crumpled heap on the ground. "Can you keep your stupid dragon under control!?"

"S-sorry, I don't know what's gotten in to him," Hiccup said. "Toothless, what are you-?"

Toothless ignored him in favor of grabbing Snotlout by his pant leg. He dragged the protesting viking towards the end of the bench, and the unoccupied seat Hiccup had originally planned to take. Leaving Snotlout grumbling angrily on the floor, Toothless bounded over to Hiccup, purring happily.

Everyone stared at the nightfury, bewildered.

"I, uh, g-guess I'm sitting here then," Hiccup mumbled, taking the seat somewhat reluctantly. Snotlout grumbled, but took the position he had been forced into. His face lit up as he realized he was now free to the meat on the plate the others had grabbed for Hiccup.

"Anyway, speaking of classes," Astrid said, drawing the conversation back on track, "Hiccup, any plans for dragon training tomorrow?" Hiccup prodded Snotlout's leftover boiled turnips with his knife.

"Actually, no. The Berserker tribe is coming tomorrow, and Dad's making us hide all of the dragons."

Everyone at the table stiffened, save for Snotlout and the two smallest children, who did not remember the last treaty signing very clearly.

"Is Dagur coming?" Snotlout asked, perking up instantly. "He's so cool."

"Cool?" Hiccup parroted, shooting his cousin an incredulous look. "Last time he was here he used me as a knife throwing target." Jack blinked, looking between the two of them.

"Who's Dagur?"

"He's Osvald the Agreeable's son," Hjordis answered. "He's a total brat, and a monster."

"That guy should be locked up in a cage," Astrid huffed in agreement.

"That's what he did to me!" Fishlegs cried. "He wouldn't let me eat for three days!"

Snotlout burst out laughing. "Then he force-fed you rotten cod heads!" Fishlegs paled.

"Thanks." He pushed his plate away. "I almost erased that from my memory."

"I like cod heads," Tuffnut chimed in, voice more nasally than usual. The twins had sort of paused their argument, though Ruffnut still had a firm hold of her brother's nose and hair, while Tuffnut had his sister by her ear and one of her braids.

"Dagur sort of sounds like a spirit I met once," Jack commented offhandedly. He glanced at the slab of meat on the untouched plate in front of him, and then at the rejected vegetables Hiccup was currently pushing around his own plate. "You wanna trade?"

"Huh?" Hiccup looked between his plate and Jack's, then shrugged. "Sure." They swapped dishes around on the table.

"You don't talk about other spirits a lot," Astrid commented. "He wasn't a friend of yours, was he?"

"No, he was a sociopath. The first time we met he said something about my face pi- uh, making him angry and tried to kill me." Baby Tooth squeaked in horror; this was the first she had ever heard of this.

"Ha! I think I like this guy!" Snotlout laughed, earning identical glares from Astrid and Baby Tooth.

Behind his back, Hiccup pantomimed snatching a feather from the air. While Snotlout was busy laughing Toothless crept up behind him and then snapped up his helmet between his jaws. Snotlout shouted and made a grab for the helmet, but Hiccup traced a figure eight with his forefinger and Toothless took off running. Hiccup's hand was back in his lap before Snotlout noticed.

"Give that back!" the dark-haired viking roared as he proceeded to chase Toothless across the Great Hall. Their antics drew a few stares, but most of the village knew Snotlout's reputation and proceeded to soundly ignore him, so long as he did not bump into him or their tables. "Stupid dragon! That's not a toy!"

"Sorry Snotlout!" Hiccup called while the rest of the group stifled their snickers. "I don't know what's wrong with him today!"

"Would you knock it off!?"

Hiccup's attention was turned to the siblings sitting next to him at the cry. Ruffnut and Tuffnut were at it again, both fighting to shove the other off of the bench.

"Ah great, I thought they were done with this," Hiccup sighed. Fishlegs raised an eyebrow.

"Um, do you guys always have to fight?"

"Well, tell her that it's my turn to use the plate!" Tuffnut growled. Ruffnut kicked him under the table.

"No, tell _her _that it's _my _turn!" she snapped.

"Hey!"

The rest of the table blinked, staring at the single plate shared between the two. Wulfric spoke up first. "Why don't you guys just get another plate?"

The twins froze, mid-movement. Each of them had the other's collar balled in their fists and their free hands cocked, poised to throw a punch. Ruff and Tuff stared blankly at Wulfric for a few seconds, and then at each other. Then they scrambled up from the table, running off to the serving line.

"Diiiid that really need to be said?" Hjordis asked, not taking her eyes off of the retreating pair. Astrid pinched the bridge of her nose.

"Apparently."

Baby Tooth shook her head. ((Imbeciles.))

* * *

><p>Hiccup awoke the next morning to the sound of something pounding on his roof, which was a rather ordinary occurrence to him. Blearily he peeled open his sleep-fogged eyes, finding Toothless's slate unoccupied. For a moment he contemplated pulling the blanket over his head and going back to sleep. Then he remembered what day it was.<p>

"All right, all right. I'm up, I'm up," he groaned as he sat upright, feeling a few soft 'pops' in his back as he yawned and stretched his arms overhead.

He went through the motions automatically as he donned his prosthetic, grabbed Toothless's flying gear out from under his bed, and made his way downstairs. His father, as per usual, was nowhere to be seen. What was not usual was the cobalt thunderdrum still sitting outside when Hiccup emerged from the hut, no saddle and no reigns.

"Oh, Thornado, what're you still doing here?" Hiccup asked, not expecting a response.

"Your dad left him for us," Jack's voice rang out. Head whipping around, Hiccup caught no sign of the Winter sprite. "Up here."

Stepping down from his porch, Hiccup cast his gaze skyward and blanched at the sight of Jack sitting casually on his roof next to Toothless. Wodensfang was wrapped around his shoulders like a scarf and Baby Tooth was floating freely in the air next to him.

"Jack, what are you doing up there!?"

"Sitting. Duh."

"Ha ha, you know that's not what I meant." Glancing around, Hiccup saw no one in the immediate area. He could hear the clang of steel from the smithy and see several adults already at work down on the pier, but nobody close enough to Hiccup's hut to really pay them much mind. "What if somebody sees you?"

"I can climb, Hic. On my own, without agic-may."

Hiccup had no idea what 'agic-may' was, but before he could think to ask, Jack decided to prove his point by standing abruptly and then hopping down from the roof. Hiccup flinched back, nearly dropping Toothless's riding gear, as the spirit landed in front of him, leaning down a few inches so their faces were close.

"So, your dad says we don't have to hide the dragons for a few more hours," Jack said, oblivious to the lanky viking's embarrassment. "Wanna go flying for a bit?"

'_Keep it together Hic, don't say anything stupid or weird, and for the love of Thor, stop blushing!_'

"Sure." Hiccup nodded. Out of his peripheral he caught sight of Toothless slinking down from the roof. "I was getting ready to go do that anyway."

"Perfect!" the spirit chimed, earning an affirmative chirp from Wodensfang, and suddenly Hiccup was hit by a wave of dread. He and Jack had not flown together on Toothless in a few weeks; what if Jack noticed... something? As it turned out, Hiccup need not have worried. Immediately Jack turned to Thornado, kneeling before the cobalt dragon and placing a friendly hand on his muzzle. "Whaddya say, Thornado? You're always working. Up for having a bit of fun with us?"

((_Fun-yes-Icicle-happy-happy-good,_)) the large dragon purred as he allowed Jack to mount him. It was a bit strange to see Jack on the thunderdrum's back; the dragon was so large and he so small, on top of which Jack had nothing to help him hold on with. He simply sat comfortably between Thornado's wings with his staff across his lap.

"Let's have a race! Last person around the island is a rotten cod head, threetwoonego!" Jack taunted as he and Thornado took off abruptly, Wodensfang chirping along with him.

"Hey, no fair!" Hiccup cried as he and Toothless took off after them. Maybe today would not be so terrible after all.

* * *

><p>Any other person would have been torn from the thunderdrum's back at the speeds they were going, but the Wind did no such thing to Jack. Though Thornado was not capable of the same acrobatic stunts and complex maneuvers as Toothless, he was still a very powerful and very fast dragon. Jack laughed in elation as he stood atop the thunderdrum's flattened body and they skimmed the ocean surface, kicking up walls of foamy white spray in their wake. The spirit took much delight in freezing the water as it rose, creating a cloud of snow and mist behind them.<p>

Overhead Toothless and Hiccup flanked them, swooping and diving and occasionally cutting the ocean surface or the snow-cloud with the tips of the nightfury's wings before weaving around and taking to the air once more. At one point when they came low enough Toothless spun and began flying upside down, directly over Jack's head. Hiccup had a more difficult time controlling his tail-fin with half of his weight hanging by his prosthetic, but even so he was not worried. Toothless crooned in pleasure when Jack reached up and stroked his scales and then he righted himself once more and shot ahead.

Poor Wodensfang squawked in terror as he held on to Jack's tunic for dear life, needle-like claws digging into the soft skin underneath. Baby Tooth fared much better from her seat in Jack's purse. Happily, she poked her head out into the open air, alternating between staring ahead at them at the seemingly endless expanse of ocean and watching the trail of snow behind them.

"All right, Thornado," Jack said, kneeling atop the tidal class. "Why don't we-"

He was cut off by a long, ominous cry from somewhere beneath them. ((_**You-you-what-you-strange-cousins-wingless-together-flying-you**__?_))

"Jack, look out!"

Casting his gaze to the sea below them, Jack saw a massive shadow rise from its depths. Thornado moved on his own, spreading his wings and leaping into the air as a massive, manta-ray like dragon broke the surface. The dragon was as long as one of the viking's longboats, head to tail, and twice as long at the wingspan. It had two heads that appeared to be a cross between eels and barracudas and spoke in a single voice, just like Barf-and-Belch did. Underneath the water its scales had a silvery-grey sheen, but as it came to a stop just beneath the surface its two rows of spiny dorsal fins broke the water and with each swell of waves sunlight poured over its intense blue scales.

((_**Curiosity-strange-strange-flying-cousins-caution-worry-wingless-bad?-not-bad?**_))

"Whoa," Jack breathed as the new dragon called to them. "Hey, Thornado, slow down, I wanna say hi to him."

In the air above them Hiccup and Toothless had also come to a stop, the nightfury's wings beating the air furiously as they hovered overhead. "Wait what? Jack, what are you doing?"

Thornado continued to hover in place as Jack slipped from his perch. Wodensfang remained on the thunderdrum's back and Baby Tooth dug her tiny fingers into the thick material of Jack's purse, eying the new dragon cautiously and feeling _worry-curiosity-distrust-Love-protectiveness_. Jack lowered himself to the sea surface, where the ray-like dragon tread the water. Both sets of eyes were trained on him and the mouths were parted in what looked like feral grins.

((I think we should go, Jackie,)) Baby Tooth tweeted. ((He could be dangerous.))

"He's just curious," Jack assured her. Held aloft by the Wind, he hovered several feet above the surface of the water. He angled himself so that he was stomach down and held out one hand towards the new arrival.

"Jack!" Hiccup called, heart beating furiously. As much as he liked dragons, he knew how dangerous they could be, especially the wild ones that were not used to people, and he could not put a name to this one. Maybe it would turn out to be friendly, or maybe it would see Jack as a potential meal and try to bite his arm off. "Jack, get up here right now!"

"It's fine," Jack called back, and then to the dragon, "Hi there. I'm Jack."

One of the dragon's eel-like heads rose from beneath the water, blinking curiously as it sniffed his outstretched hand. ((_**You-Icicle-wingless?-no-no-wingless-you-flying-speaking-you-Icicle-dragon-yes?-yes?**_))

"Well, no, not really. I'm a spirit," Jack replied. "I used to be human, but not anymore."

The dragon hissed. His head shrank back. ((_**Bad-bad-wingless-threat-angry-bad-wingless-hunt-stalk-kill-cousins**_.))

Hiccup and Toothless began to descend, neither of them liking the new dragon's unfriendly tone.

"Maybe in other places, but on Berk humans and dragons get along," Jack replied, withdrawing his hand. He tossed a look over his shoulder and continued, "See? Just look at Hiccup and Toothless; they're best friends!"

The dragon seemed to consider his words for several moments. When he said nothing, Jack extended his hand once more.

((Jackie...)) Baby Tooth urged once more. He ignored her.

((_**Unsure-caution-Icicle-strange-maybe-good-maybe...**_)) Again the dragon raised one of its heads, this time bringing its muzzle closer and closer to Jack's outstretched fingers.

((_STOOOOP!_)) Thornado roared, too late.

The moment Jack's skin made contact with the new dragon's he was stuck. He felt his muscles clench and tighten painfully as his nerves seemed to erupt in flames.

"Jack!" Hiccup screamed. Thornado and Toothless snarled in unison, launching a sonic boom and a plasma blast simultaneously at the manta-ray dragon. With a feral hissed it jerked back and dove back into the depths, narrowly avoiding their attacks.

With his connection to the dragon broken, Jack felt his body go slack. Dark spots appeared at the edges of his vision and he plunged into the ocean beneath him.

Toothless swooped downwards, snatching up Jack by his forearms. The Wind screamed around them as they rocketed towards the nearest land, Thornado following closely behind with Jack's staff in his claws.

* * *

><p>Jack awoke to an eerily familiar scene; the world was dark and he was being held protectively by thin arms close against another person's body. It was an alien sensation to him, and a blissful one. His arms and legs felt heavy and his lungs hurt and he just wanted to curl up against the other person and go back to sleep.<p>

They would have none of that, however.

"Jack, please wake up. Please, oh gods, don't be dead, you can't be dead..."

Dead? Who was dead? He was immortal. He just wanted to go back to sleep...

((Jackie, please, Love, wake up, wake up...))

Baby Tooth? Why was she crying? Jack tried to peel open his eyes, but they were glued shut. He let out a weak groan.

"Jack!" Hiccup's relieved laugh came out almost as a sob. "Jack, you're okay. Stay with me, bud."

((_Sad-scared_-_Icicle-hurt-scared-sa-a-a-a-ad_,)) Toothless's voice whined.

"Mhm... H-Hic? Wha...?"

Finally Jack's eyelids parted. Above him he saw a blurry silhouette of a person leaning in close, their form wavering and dancing like a reflection on choppy water. With each passing second his vision swam a little less and the figure became more and more discernible; the sea of freckles, the mop of messy brown hair, the small, barely noticeable scar on the chin, and clear, intelligent green eyes...

Suddenly Jack was wide awake.

He bolted upright, head nearly colliding with Hiccup's as he broke out into an abrupt coughing fit.

Hiccup and Toothless had brought them to a set of sea stacks, dropping Jack atop the flat surface of one before touching down themselves. Now Toothless and Thornado sat a few feet away, watching the two boys with Baby Tooth and Wodensfang perched atop each of their backs respectively. For once, Hiccup had abandoned his aversion to touching in Jack in favor of clinging to the spirit as though he might vanish any second.

"Jack, relax, breathe," Hiccup urged as he rubbed slow, soothing circles on the spirit's back. Jack shuddered as he struggled to bring his breathing back under control. Baby Tooth and the three dragons crooned happily as he came to.

"I _am _breathing," he groused. Taking two more gasping breaths, he asked, "What happened?"

"What happened?" Disbelief saturated his tone. Suddenly his expression hardened. "What happened is I told you to get away from that dragon and you didn't listen! The dragon did something and it paralyzed you!"

"Oh." Jack stared at Hiccup dumbly for a moment before he began to pull himself up. His legs still felt like jelly and his clothes were weighed down by seawater, forcing him to rely on Hiccup to stand. "Actually, I think he electrocuted me."

"Is that really important right now?" Hiccup snapped, his grip on Jack's arms tightening. "Why didn't you listen to me!? You could have been killed!"

Jack frowned and pulled away from Hiccup. Baby Tooth settled on his shoulder. "I'm immortal, remember? I can't die."

"Do you actually know that? Like, do you actually know without a doubt that absolutely _nothing _can kill you? What if that dragon had dragged you underwater? What if it had eaten you?" The viking's voice was getting frantic.

"But he didn't," Jack retorted, turning his back on Hiccup. "Where's my staff?"

"That's it?" Hiccup scoffed as Jack bent and collected his staff from where Thornado had dropped it on the ground. "That's all you're going to say?"

Scowling, Jack turned on Hiccup. "What else is there to say?"

"Well, you could try apologizing, for one!"

The two teens were oblivious to their audience. Baby Tooth, Wodensfang, Toothless and Thornado said nothing, but watched awkwardly, gazes shifting between the two as their voices steadily rose.

"Apologize for what?" Jack snapped. "I didn't do anything wrong!" For once.

"You didn't listen!" Hiccup's arms were moving seemingly on his own. "I told you to get away from it!"

"Well, I am _so sorry, _Dad,for not following your every order."

"What!? I c- I-I-I can't believe you even think that's what this is about!"

"Well then what is it about?" Jack asked, though he immediately turned away. "You know what? Forget it. Come on Baby Tooth."

Baby Tooth tweeted and then immediately zipped to his side. She hid in his purse, trembling as she felt his _hurt-confusion-anger-frustration _while he in turn felt her _sadness-worry-confusion-fear_. Sucking in a deep breath and doing what he had been for centuries, Jack bit back his emotions and took off, the Wind carrying him far away from Hiccup and the sea stacks.

"Jack wait!" Hiccup called, but the Winter sprite was already a speck in the distance. With a frustrated groan, Hiccup ran a hand through his hair. Curling his fingers into a fist he tugged at his scalp in a vain attempt to relieve some tension. "Come on Toothless," he said, rushing to the nightfury's side and throwing himself into the saddle. "We should go after him."

Toothless crooned pitifully as Hiccup mounted him. The moment he heard Hiccup's prosthetic click into place and felt his tail fin balance out he unfurled his wings and leaped into the air, Thornado following closely behind with Wodensfang still perched on his back.

* * *

><p>Jack managed to lose Hiccup long before either of them arrived in Berk. As he flew over the village Hiccup was able to see that the village itself had been cleared of dragons. The other riders must have been hard at work while he and Jack were busy playing, Hiccup realized with a pang of guilt. Looking at the fall of shadows, he knew that he had little over an hour before the Berserkers were due to arrive, and with the fair wind it was likely they would arrive sooner than that. With a reluctant sigh he and Toothless descended before the smithy. Toothless crooned in sympathy as Hiccup unlatched his leg from the prosthetic and climbed out of the saddle.<p>

"You go on to the cove, bud," he said, placing his hands on the underside of the nightfury's jaw and giving a gentle shake. "I'll come get you when it's safe, all right?"

Toothless chirped and nuzzled Hiccup's cheek lovingly before pulling away. He bounded off quickly, disappearing between rows of wooden huts as he raced towards his favorite place on the island. Hiccup waved after him, and then sighed.

"Rough day, Hiccup?"

Whirling around, Hiccup found himself face to face with, "Gobber!" He ran his fingers through his hair. "I didn't notice you there."

"Ah was lookin' fer mah panpipes," Gobber explained through the stall window. He bent, ducking out of sight as he began rummaging through miscellaneous items stowed haphazardly on the shelves. "Thought ah'd give the good chief a bit o' a show when 'e pulled in."

Laughing nervously, Hiccup deigned not to tell the blacksmith that Stoick had actually thrown his panpipes into the ocean several nights ago. "Uh, have you seen Jack anywhere?"

"Eh, yeah, actually." Placing his remaining hand on top of the shelf, Gobber hoisted himself to his feet, giving a pained grunt as something in his back cricked loudly. "Stopped by 'ere a while ago an' asked where the rest o' yer friends were. I sent 'im to the forest where all yer dragons are hidin' out."

"Ah." Well that was a relief. At least Jack had come back to the island. Heaving a sigh, Hiccup leaned against one of the wooden columns holding the smithy roof up. Gobber raised an eyebrow.

"Iiiiis there somethin' ya need to get off yer chest, lad?"

"No... Well, yes... maybe." Hiccup sighed. Again. Pushing himself off of the wall, he turned to face Gobber. "So, I woke up this morning to Toothless bouncing up and down on the roof like he normally does. I go outside, and there's Jack waiting for me with Thornado. He says we don't need to hide the dragons for a little while longer and do I want to go flying and I think, 'sure, why not?' We go out, sun is shining, seas are calm, all is right with the world, and then out of nowhere this dragon, this... incredibly huge dragon that I've never seen before comes up out of the water." By this point Hiccup had begun pacing in circles, waving his arms wildly with the telling of his story.

"Mm-hmm, right." Gobber had gone back to shuffling under the counter searching for his panpipes. "Go on."

"I want to get out of there. I mean, don't get me wrong, I love new dragons, but this thing is freaking enormous and on top of that it's hissing and giving us the stink eye. I tell Jack to get away from it, and you know what that idiot does?"

"'E listens to ye an' ye both fly off into the sunset?"

Hiccup threw up his arms in exasperation. "He reaches out and _pets _it!"

* * *

><p>"You did <em>what<em>!?"

Jack shrugged a bit sheepishly in response to Astrid's question. With the dragons all sequestered in Berk's pine forest and its snowy peak, the teens had taken it upon themselves to watch over them and make sure that they did not try to reenter the village until Stoick was ready to break the news to Chief Osvald. It was fairly easy, as Jack's Gift of Tongues made explaining the circumstances doable. The rest of the teens were off patrolling the borders of what they dubbed the 'dragon protection zone' while Jack and Astrid lounged in the same place where the Riders of Berk had been hiding out from their parents on the day that he had fallen through the portal and met them.

"Well, he didn't seem dangerous," Jack replied with a shrug. He was currently sitting behind Astrid, atop a fallen log while she sat on the grass in front of him. As they spoke he was weaving a thin, delicate braid into her golden hair, his staff leaning within arm's reach against the log. "I'm pretty sure he was just curious about us. Worst case scenario I would have just frozen him and flown away."

"And is that what it came to?" Astrid gave Baby Tooth's silver feather a gentle stroke. The frost fairy was sitting in the palm of the viking girl's hand while Jack was busy working on her hair.

"Well, no. He, uh... He kind of electrocuted me."

"He did w_hat_!?"

"I don't think it was on purpose!" Jack added quickly. "He might not have realized that touching me would do that. He really did seem like he was just curious."

"Well, what happened after that?"

"I'm not really sure. My body went stiff and everything felt like it was on fire. Next thing I know I'm waking up in Hiccup's arms."

Astrid blinked. She and Baby Tooth shared a look, and the frost fairy shrugged.

"He seemed scared at first, but when I got up and started walking around he got angry out of nowhere and started saying I should be apologizing!" He tied off the end of the small braid and began working on a second, larger one.

"So, what did you say?" Astrid asked, though she could already venture a guess.

"What do you think I said? I told him-"

* * *

><p>"-that he didn't do anything wrong! Like giving me a heart attack wasn't 'doing something wrong!'"<p>

"An' ah'm guessin' it all went downhill from there," Gobber sighed. Having finally given up on his panpipes, he leaned his elbow on the counter-top, resting his chin in his hand as he listened to Hiccup's account.

"I mean, what was he thinking!? That I would laugh it off? That I wouldn't care? He nearly died!"

"But 'e didn'," Gobber pointed out, no differently than Jack had. "Mebbe ye're lookin' at this the wrong way."

"What other way is there to look at it?" Hiccup growled. "He was reckless, even when I warned him, and he didn't even care that he scared me half to death."

"Ah, but did 'e know that? From wot ah've seen, the lad's pretty independent."

Hiccup slowed to a stop. Jack _had _been alone for a long time...

_'I'm over three-hundred years old. Believe me, I can take care of myself.'_

_'Hic, I really don't know. It just didn't occur to me.'_

"But... But he doesn't _have _to be anymore," Hiccup argued. "He has us now."

"Hiccup, people don' jes stop doin' things the way they've been doin' 'em for years. Unless it's fightin' dragons. Ah like to think we got all tha' outta our systems." When Hiccup scoffed and rolled his eyes, Gobber placed his real hand on the teen's shoulder and continued, "Listen, ah know ye were jes worried about 'im."

* * *

><p>"He... He was worried about me?"<p>

"Well, yeah." Astrid admired her reflection in the small hand-mirror crafted of ice that Jack had given her. He had finished her braids now, winding one small braid through an even larger one on the side of her head. She smiled; it looked good. "I mean, I would have been if I was there. Think about it; wouldn't you have been worried if Hiccup was the one who got hurt?"

Jack flinched. "Well, yeah... B-but that's different! He doesn't have to worry about me; I can't die."

Astrid shook her head as she handed the mirror back to Jack. "Friends don't worry about each other because they _have _to; they do it because they care. It's involuntary. Hiccup couldn't stop worrying if he wanted to. Believe me."

Pinching his brows, Jack tossed the ice mirror aside. It shattered the moment it hit the ground.

_'Wow, Hiccup's really protective of you, isn't he?'_

_'Stop! ...You'll get yourself killed.'_

_'Jack, please wake up. Please, oh gods, don't be dead, you can't be dead...'_

Guilt washed over Jack. He had thought, because the brunette had been physically uninjured, that he had not been hurting Hiccup. He looked to Baby Tooth. He could feel her _worry-Love-anger-relief_ as though it were his own, and he did not even need to think about apologizing to her because she could also feel his _guilt-regret-Love_, but he and Hiccup did not have an empathetic bond like that. Had Hiccup been feeling the same things as Baby Tooth? Not the _Love_, obviously, but everything else?

Swallowing thickly, Jack said, "I... I guess I do owe him an apology, huh?"

Astrid shrugged noncommittally.

"All right, all right already, I'm going!" Astrid shook her head and chuckled as Jack grabbed up his staff. A trilling sound filled the air as Baby Tooth zipped to his side. "Hey, Astrid... thanks."

"Of course!" The blonde pulled herself to her feet, interlocking her fingers and stretching her arms overhead. "You do realize, though, if I ever hear about you petting strange dragons again I will beat you senseless?"

"Aaaaaaand that would be my cue to run like Hel."

"Stoick's going to want Hiccup to come with him to greet the Berserker Chief!" Astrid called as the two immortals leaped into the air. Jack hung back just long enough for her to finish speaking. "In case you were wondering where he was."

Jack nodded before spinning in the air and taking off for the village, Baby Tooth trailing not far behind.

* * *

><p>It seemed as though the entire village had come out to greet the Berserker fleet, though Hiccup knew this was not the case; the Riders, for example, were hidden safely away in the woods with the dragons, and Jack's troupe of children was nowhere to be seen.<p>

Neither was the frost spirit, for that matter.

It was hardly surprising, Hiccup supposed, that Jack had made himself absent. Even if they had not had an argument, Jack would probably prefer to retreat to the woods to play with the dragons or the kids or both rather than stick around for the Viking politics. With the rest of the teens on dragon-sitting duty, that meant Hiccup would likely be stuck with Dagur while the two chiefs worked out the details of the treaty.

Hiccup suppressed a shudder.

The Berserker fleet was still a cloud of tiny specks on the horizon, but the wind was good and they would be pulling in very soon. Standing behind his father on the pier, Hiccup resigned himself to a lonely day of being tormented, assaulted, and possibly maimed by Osvald the Agreeable's son. Again.

"Hey."

Nearly jumping out of his freckled skin, Hiccup whirled to find himself face to face with none other than Jack. The spirit was staring at him with an apologetic expression on his face... Was it apologetic? Maybe that was just Hiccup's wishful thinking. He was still angry at Jack for not listening to him and being reckless, but Gobber's statement was weighing heavily on his mind. It stung to realize that Jack probably thought of his concern as little more than an annoyance.

Hiccup did not want to apologize - not for getting angry and definitely not for being worried - but he realized at this point he might have to. Jack obviously did not realize what he had done wrong; it was not childish stubbornness, but a genuine lack of understanding.

"Jack, I-"

"Look, Hic-"

Both boys stopped, mid-sentence, and exchanged a slightly awkward look.

"Y-you should go first," Jack said, gripping his staff so tightly that his already pale knuckles turned snow-white.

"No, n-no. Uh, you go first."

"Okay..." Jack's gaze was everywhere but Hiccup's face; on the pier, on the chief's back, on the fleet of Berserker ships now close enough that the skrill insignia on their flags was readily visible. "I just wanted to say sorry, and, uh, yeah..." Hiccup stared wide-eyed as Jack shuffled in place nervously, twisting the staff in his grip. "I didn't mean to worry you, I just... Normally, I don't even have to think about... Well, I'm sorry."

"I-I uh... Yeah, that's great. I mean, no! It's not _great _but it's uh..." Hiccup curled a fist in his hair and then sighed. "Look, Jack, I'm sorry I yelled, I shouldn't have... I-I was just worried. You know?"

"Yeah. I do now." Finally Jack met Hiccup's eyes and... gods no! Hiccup felt his heart rate accelerate as he took in the warm, touched expression on his friend's face. "Thanks, Hic."

"Ah... for what?"

"For worrying."

"Oh... You don't have to thank me for that. We're friends, of course I'd worry."

Jack did not reply right away. Pressing his lips into a fine line, he turned his gaze back out to the ocean. A low hum rose from the crowd of vikings as the first longboat approached the pier. Hiccup had said that so easily, it made him feel guilty all over again. He liked Hiccup; he enjoyed the brunette's cleverness, and his dry wit, and his dare-devilish streak. Aside from Baby Tooth, Jack was fairly certain Hiccup counted as his closest friend.

Except that Jack had been unintentionally keeping him at arm's length.

Three hundred years of solitude had conditioned Jack to behave a certain way. He looked out for himself, healed his own hurts, and never, _never_, asked anyone for help with anything, large or trivial. At first it was because there was no one around _to _ask, and then it was because he had just gotten used to being self-sufficient.

At the same time, he was always looking over the shoulders of others, predominantly the children he played invisibly with. While he was playing with them he was also protecting, _guarding_, them, whether it be from wild animals, or oncoming traffic, or bullies. It was almost second nature to him. He never stopped to think about _why _he did what he did, he just acted.

For three hundred years this way of thinking had served him well. It had made him strong, given him the tools he needed to take care of himself and others. It had also made accepting or acknowledging any form of concern or goodwill next to impossible. Looking back, Jack saw how obvious it was that he had scared Hiccup, but at the time he had not caught on at all. He recognized the social cues, just not when they were directed at him. If the situation were reversed, Jack would be feeling hurt and cut out, and he had no desire to do that to his friend.

Hiccup, meanwhile, shifted in place, his prosthetic giving a slight squeak as he ground it into the wooden planks. Unable to take Jack's silence as anything but a negative, he began reviewing the conversation in his head, wondering what he had said to offend the spirit. Perhaps Jack was put off that he was worried for him? That seemed likely and unlikely in equal measure; Jack had admitted to being unused to it - and the realization sent a pang through Hiccup's chest - but he had also thanked Hiccup for it.

"Erm... Jack-"

The clattering of wood against wood as the brow of a Berserker longboat was lowered cut Hiccup off.

"Presenting, the High Chief of the Berserker tribe!"

Hiccup's and Jack's eyes snapped up in unison, towards the large, burly man in studded leather armor standing before the brow of the only moored longboat. The whole of the Hooligan tribe was standing at attention, eyes raised to the man with the booming voice as he held aloft a wicked, two pronged spear.

"Cracker of skulls!"

Hiccup raised an eyebrow.

"Slayer of beasts!"

Jack hoped he was not referring to dragons.

"The great and fearsome-!"

"Osvald the Agreeable?" Gobber interjected, eyebrow perked as he gave voice to what everyone present was currently thinking.

"Dagur the Deranged!"

Hiccup's heart dropped to the pit of his stomach as the Berserker stood aside, revealing the son of Osvald the Agreeable. Dagur scowled at him. Well, at _them_, expression oozing distaste for the more or less peaceful residents of Berk. Though Dagur was not as burly as many of the other Berserkers, and stood half a head shorter than Stoick, he was still powerful, muscular, and Hiccup had seen first-hand how agile and flexible he was. Like his men, Dagur was dressed in studded leathers. His belt buckle - the same gold, ceremonial one Osvald wore every year prior to the signing of the treaty - bore the Berserkers' trademark skrill insignia. His braided, copper-colored hair was tucked beneath an iron helmet with two long, lopsided horns curling up into the air and his left eye was decorated with three blue, painted slashes.

Terror mingled with dread dulled into resigned acceptance as the Berserker chieftain hocked a loogie into the ocean swell and flashed Hiccup his signature manic grin.

Stoick stared in disbelief. "Dagur?"

Gobber's eyes widened in horror. "Deranged?"

Hiccup groaned. "Oh no."

Dagur's hand became a blur as he snatched a knife from his belt and, without pausing to aim, hurled it at the two teenagers standing on the pier. Hiccup and Jack each hopped to the side moments before the dagger buried itself to the hilt in the wooden bit behind where they had been standing.

"Oh, perfect," Hiccup sighed.

Jack said nothing. Were his skin not already abnormally pale, someone might have noticed the blood rushing from his face. His eyes were wide and his pupils were dilated with shock and horror as he stared at the man these people called Dagur, mouth going dry and a cold sweat breaking out on his forehead. His muscles bunched, ready to spring and take off in any direction that would take him away from this place and these people.

While he would not argue that the name 'Dagur the Deranged' was well suited, it was not the name Jack knew this man by. Jack also recalled his skin having a grayish, sickly pallor and his eyes glowing malevolent amber, the air around him cackling with static as he swung his axe around like a toy.

Finally Jack spoke, his voice coming out as a barely audible whisper, soft enough that even he hardly heard it. "Perun."

Perun, the Slavic god of warriors, of fire and lightning, and of violent acts of nature.

Later Jack would be thankful that he had forgotten how to breathe; it was the only thing stopping him from screaming.

* * *

><p>(AN: I like the idea of associating Dagur with a lightning deity because of his affinity for the skrill. I went with Perun because of his association with warriors and violence, and because the culture he originated from - Slavic - had some interaction with 9th-11th century Norsemen. I figured that someone who was made an immortal somewhere around the 8th or 9th century might not gain notoriety as a god for a few centuries.<p>

As for, well, everything else... Eh. I figured Jack already has some experience breaking up fights between kids, especially brothers and sisters, based on the way he handled Cupcake. Once they were having fun together, they became friends again. Toothless is (trying to be) Hiccup's wing-man while Astrid serves as Jack's moral support. Of course, Astrid isn't aware of the possible romantic application to their relationship with one another. I still haven't decided exactly how I'm going to depict that when she does figure it out. I think it depends on how/when/what's already happened.

The fight... was not originally planned. I think a tiny part of my brain wanted an excuse to write angst and that was what it pushed into my conscious mind while I was in the middle of typing. I sort of like it... I mean, it would be unrealistic (because dragons, magic, fairies and all that, totally realistic) if the two of them got along one hundred percent of the time. People fight, even when they're very close. Sometimes it's because they're very close. I also like exploring Jack's damage a bit. In hijack fanfictions I noticed a lot of authors go into Hiccup's emotional trauma but not Jack's (I'm not saying _all _of them do, just a good number.) I'm not going to skim over Hiccup's hurts, I just want to bring something more to the table.

Anything you liked? Anything you didn't like? Please **review** and let me know. Also, if you know anything about obscure mythology, I'd love to hear it.)


End file.
